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Introduction 


Axes of Gender: Divisions of Labor 
and Spatial Separation 


Bryna Goodman and Wendy Larson 
a 


ATE IMPERIAL CHINESE TEXTS—ranging in topic from statecraft to family 

management—are striking for their repetition of what Susan Mann has 
called the “rhetorical signs” of normative gender relations.' Taken from the 
language of classical texts and from later scholars’ elaborations on these texts, 
these words, phrases, and sentences recur like a linguistic pulse throughout 
the Late Imperial era, across the space and time of China and at different lev- 
els of Chinese society. Though actual practices varied over era, region, and so- 
cial class, this rhetoric of normative gender relations nonetheless emphasized 
that the social and political order depended on a strict gendered division of 
space and of labor.” 

The essays in this volume examine the cultural meanings of these rhetori- 
cal signs of spatial and occupational division, and their relation to social prac- 
tices and conceptions of gender. As governing notions of the social order (and 
interrelated constructions of gender) changed radically in the modern era— 
initially with the questioning of the imperial, dynastic order and the creation 
of a Chinese republic in the early twentieth century, later with the creation of 
a Communist government, and, most recently, with China’s political and cul- 
tural transformations in the post-Mao era—the persistence of these older 
rhetorical signs in the interstices of new political visions has complicated the 
social projects and understandings of modernity, especially in terms of the 
creation of new public spaces, new conceptions of work and virtue, and new 
configurations of gender. 

The call for gendered divisions of labor and of space is marked clearly in 
classical texts from early China, which later scholars intoned like mantras. The 
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Book of Rites emphasized strict separation of the sexes (nan nii zhi bie): “The 
Rites are founded on the correct relation of man and wife. In the dwelling 
house, outside and inside are clearly divided; the man lives in the outer, the 
women in the inner apartments .. . the men do not enter, neither do the 
women leave them.” Early Chinese statesmen affirmed the political urgency 
of differentiating the “inner” (nei) from the “outer” (wai) and maintaining 
gender segregation. Any breach could bring danger. As the Later Han Confu- 
cian statesman Yang Chen (died 124 c.£.) memorialized: “If women are en- 
trusted with tasks involving contact with the outside, they will cause disorder 
and confusion in the Empire, harm and bring shame on the Imperial Court, 
and sully sun and moon. The Book of Documents cautions against the hen an- 
nouncing dawn instead of the cock, the Book of Odes denounces a clever 
woman overthrowing a state. .. . Women should not be allowed to take part 
in government affairs.” 

The third-century philosopher Ge Hong elaborated on the segregation of 
information that accompanied the gendered segregation of space: 


The Book of Odes praises the union of husband and wife, but attaches supreme 
importance to the separation of the sexes. .. . Further, that news from outside 
shall not penetrate into the household, and that news from within the household 
shall not become known outside. .. . Such are the shining regulations on the sep- 
aration of the sexes instituted by the Sages.* 


These sentiments, habitually invoked in the centuries that followed, were 
forcefully restated by Song scholars, solidifying into orthodoxy in Song neo- 
Confucianism. The eleventh-century Song dynasty statesman and historian 
Sima Guang reenunciated classical notions of gender separation: “In housing 
there should be a strict demarcation between the inner and outer parts. . . .The 
men are in charge of all affairs on the outside; the women manage the inside 
affairs.’> Twelfth-century neo-Confucian theorist Zhu Xi reiterated and em- 
phasized key passages from the Book of Rites: “Men do not discuss inside af- 
fairs, nor women discuss outside affairs.” Zhu Xi insisted that women should 
remain within the “inner quarters” in order to avoid “the disaster of the hen 
announcing the dawn.” Women who spoke or stepped beyond spatial bound- 
aries created a cosmological impropriety that threatened social stability. In the 
high Qing embrace of neo-Confucianism, state interest in female seclusion 
became obsessive, with numerous proclamations designed to ensure women’s 
containment within domestic space.’ 

As these quotations indicate, the separation of the sexes prescribed not 
only spatial division but also a gendered division of labor. Classical formula- 
tions of this separation identified proper and improper spheres of activity for 
each sex. Men managed affairs outside the house, while women’s duties were 
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domestic. According to one classic definition of a woman’s place, which the 
second-century B.C.E. writer Liu Xiang approvingly attributed to the mother 
of Mencius, “The proper conduct of a woman is found in her skill in prepar- 
ing the five foods, fermenting wine, caring for her husband’s parents, and 
making clothes, and that is all. A woman’s duty is to care for the household 
and she should have no desire to go [out].”* Women’s role in making cloth 
was particularly emphasized: “Men till, women weave” (nan geng nii zhi), a 
phrase derived from concepts in the Mencius.? This ideal gendered division 
of labor became an orthodoxy in the Late Imperial era, “heralded high and 
low in the late Ming and Qing eras, in statecraft texts, illustrated manuals and 
family instructions.”'° 

Although these labor categories did not explicitly distinguish among social 
classes, nonetheless, the boundaries of daily life clearly were marked not only 
by gender but equally by class. If the Mencius refers to a ritual display of plow- 
ing by a feudal lord, and if propriety in Late Imperial times required the em- 
peror to ritually plow, in the daily life of many if not all areas of China, it was 
commoner males who engaged in agriculture. The most prestigious forms of 
masculine work in the Late Imperial era—scholarship and statecraft—were 
the province of elite men, almost exclusively. 

Women were legally barred from public service and, ideally, from serious 
scholarship and outdoor occupations. For all women, work was to be man- 
ual and interior: food and cloth production and ornamentation. As recent 
scholarship has shown, peasant women in some areas of China departed 
from these ideals and engaged in agricultural production.'' For cultivated 
elite women, however, special emphasis was placed on fastidious seclusion as 
well as skill at weaving, a female occupation understood to parallel male 
scholarly activity.’ 

Although spatial and occupational distinctions were influenced by class, the 
fundamental nei/wai feature was important, as a rule, for men and women 
across class. Some scholars have noted the comparative interest of China in 
considerations of gender because of the mutability of premodern gender roles 
as relational, rather than operating as a fixed, essential binary.'? For example, 
in the position of family elder, the matriarch of an extended family was owed 
deference by younger generations of male relatives, even though she was a 
woman. Research on the conceptual foundations of gender distinctions and on 
the importance of the modern period in the development of a new, Western- 
influenced sexual binary has stimulated considerable reflection on the ways in 
which biologically sexed bodies could assume different gender positions within 
Chinese society in the course of the life cycle. Studies of gender in China have 
readily noted the way in which recognition of social roles “frequently over- 
powered thinking in terms of gender.’'* Nonetheless, in contrast with the 
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mutually interpenetrated and relational concepts of yin and yang, which also 
informed Chinese notions of gender, ideas of spatial divisions and gendered 
differentiation of work were theoretically more rigid and less mutable. If male 
bodies contained female elements, and women’s bodies similarly encompassed 
both yin and yang, the spatial principles indicated by nei and wai worked dif- 
ferently: “A woman may be relatively yang to her son, but she is not relatively 
outer.”5 If the widowed matriarch assumed a relative yang position in the fam- 
ily, no one imagined that she would leave the inner quarters, drop her embroi- 
deries, and take up public affairs. 

The relative conceptual inflexibility of space as opposed to certain other as- 
pects of gender in Chinese culture makes it important to understand the na- 
ture of the nei/wai division and its associated division of labor in processes of 
cultural change. It is therefore of great interest to look at the relations and 
connections between nei and wai. What types of mobility were possible in the 
context of these boundaries? What may be learned by looking at individuals 
who transgressed nei/wai boundaries? How were these boundaries repro- 
duced and challenged in the context of economic and political change? When 
boundaries were moved through reconceptualization or simply social behav- 
ior, did the spaces available to male and female existence also change? Under 
the pressure of transformation, were spatial relations delineated in a rigid 
conceptual manner but practiced with more flexibility? How, precisely, were 
nei and wai mapped onto twentieth-century concepts of a public realm of 
modern citizenship and the modern workplace? 

Although the notion that the seclusion of women and the separation of the 
sexes were essential to public morality commanded respect well into the twen- 
tieth century, new economic opportunities and self-consciously modern ide- 
ologies demanded the transformation of modern women into educated pub- 
lic citizens. In a seemingly contradictory way, women often stood for the 
backwardness of the past yet also indicated the potential of the future, a 
double-edged position that opened possibilities for new spaces and increased 
mobility while implying that there may be limits in how far these spaces and 
mobilities could go. How did public sentiment accommodate the shifting em- 
ployment practices, mixed gender models of modern education, and trans- 
gression of canonical gender locations that the new conditions required? 
Throughout the modern period, women were asked to adjust and readjust the 
way in which they occupied space, existed in the public’s eye, and associated 
with men. How, for example, are we to interpret the symbolic appearance of 
women into a very visible “outer” realm and women’s engagement in politics 
during the 1911 Revolution, May Fourth, or Cultural Revolution eras? Finally, 
how have recent economic reforms and the ideological turn away from so- 
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cialist revolution yet again deployed and reshaped gendered concepts of space 
and labor? 


Hierarchy, Mobility, and Virtue 


The flourishing field of gender studies in China now encompasses several 
generations of scholarship, with centers of research in North America, Europe, 
East Asia, and Australia. This scholarship most recently has begun to seriously 
examine connections between gendered divisions of labor and culture, mak- 
ing the relations of work, gender, and culture central to understandings of po- 
litical, social, and economic change from the Late Imperial period through the 
Republican and People’s Republic eras.'* 

This developing body of scholarship has introduced caution into our un- 
derstanding of the Chinese rhetorical nei/wai dichotomy as a tool for under- 
standing Chinese society. Though Chinese gendered spatial distinctions are 
often understood to be analogous to the Western private/public distinction, re- 
cent scholarship suggests that any notion of these spheres as exclusive is prob- 
lematic for China, where the order of the home was understood to be deeply 
interconnected to the order of the state.'? For example, in Confucian lore, it 
was filiality, moral education, and household management rather than worldly 
expertise that qualified men for public service."* The nineteenth-century West- 
ern experience of capitalism naturalized as opposites the categories domestic 
and public, and modern interpretations that privileged psychologies or subjec- 
tive experience often translated that dichotomy into private versus public. Yet 
are these concepts illuminating or even adequate when evaluating gender rela- 
tions in the Late Imperial period? 

Similarly, can we accept a rhetorical distinction as descriptive of actual 
practices, or is it “more prescriptive of an ideal norm than descriptive of the 
realities of gender interactions?”'? The question posed by Francesca Bray, “To 
what extent did the spatial boundaries marking female seclusion translate into 
real or perceived separation of worlds?” highlights the difficulty of interpret- 
ing a discourse of separate spheres—even one as lengthy and oft repeated as 
that indicated by nei and wait—as indicating material reality and social prac- 
tice. Bray’s work provides testimony to the argument that the spatial nei/wai 
boundaries “were not so much absolute as contextually defined, for they did 
not denote separate moral and conceptual worlds.””° 

However, even if the worlds of nei and wai were contextually defined and 
connected into a larger whole, their distinctions were experienced by many 
men and women as both clear and real well into the modern period.?! 
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Explaining her initial reluctance to leave the confines of her family courtyard 
in the Republican era even when she and her children were starving to death, 
the elderly Mrs. Ning commented to the missionary Ida Pruitt that “it was no 
light thing” for a woman to step outside her home: “A woman could not go 
out of the court. If a woman went out to service, the neighbors all laughed. I 
did not know enough even to beg.”** 

As this example indicates, the language and ontology that contained and 
expressed normative spatial locations and occupational frameworks for men 
and women persisted beyond the imperial period into the twentieth century 
and later. As in other cultures, but following forms specific to China, gender 
segregation and classical notions of virtue continued to retain authority in the 
modern era, despite the efforts of both Republican-era reformers and com- 
munist revolutionaries to “liberate” Chinese women from their seclusion and 
oppression and to create new sexually integrated public spaces and notions of 
civic or revolutionary virtue. Ideals of the gendered division of labor re- 
mained so powerful in China that when John Buck surveyed North China in 
the 1920s, they still manifestly structured rural life. As Buck reported, men la- 
bored in the fields, and women worked inside in textile production.” 
Throughout the Maoist and Reform eras, rural marriage practices, as evident 
in Ellen Judd’s chapter in this volume, have reflected an ongoing, if not en- 
tirely inflexible, gendered division of space. 

When newly educated women entered professions in the twentieth century, 
those who taught in women’s schools or ministered to female patients remained 
within acceptable gender boundaries.”* Those who embarked on coeducation 
or worked in sexually integrated offices were far more controversial; in these 
cases, women’s virtue appeared to be called into question by their “outer” loca- 
tion in society. Such traditional notions of space persisted and conflicted with 
efforts to create new and transformed social spaces that corresponded to what 
was imagined to be modern. Even in the most radical moment of women’s 
emergence into the outer sphere—the Cultural Revolution—questions of fe- 
male virtue haunted women’s political integration into society. For women who 
were public figures, criticism of their public actions was accomplished by a 
highlighting of their sexual identity and their violation of what might be called 
nei morality. To mention two well-known examples, when Liu Shaoqj’s wife, 
Wang Guangmeéi, was criticized by Red Guards, she was forced to dress as a 
prostitute; similarly, those who raised questions about Jiang Qing’s conduct 
highlighted her past career as a Shanghai film star and her previous lovers.” 

For the most part, foundational work on gendered divisions of labor has fo- 
cused on specific politically defined periods (Late Imperial, Republican, Peo- 
ple’s Republic, or subsets of these categories). Scholarly examination of the 
cultural practices and social meanings of canonical gendered spatial and oc- 
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cupational divisions in China has concentrated primarily on imperial China.” 
Insofar as research tendencies separate contiguous time into “premodern” and 
“modern” (or revolutionary and postrevolutionary) blocks that are studied 
independently, studies of gender in twentieth-century China have often high- 
lighted the theme of radical breaks with tradition or, minimally, changes in 
gender concepts and practices that result from new conditions and ideas. Dif- 
ferent generations of scholars have variously identified the May Fourth/New 
Culture movements, the communist movement and revolution, or the post- 
Mao reform era as transformative moments of rupture with the traditions of 
the Chinese past. The expectation of such ruptures often persists, even in 
studies that aim to unmask the “failures” of particular political visions.”” 

Recent scholarship has questioned the claims of “the modern” and reexam- 
ined continuities linking later and earlier periods. This research on the Late 
Imperial period has done a great deal to call into question modern assump- 
tions about Chinese tradition by shaking up the static, if pervasive, image of 
traditional gender relations disseminated in May Fourth journals and litera- 
ture. In the iconoclastic May Fourth vision of the Chinese past, Chinese 
women—-prior to the emergence of May Fourth feminism—were understood 
to be oppressed victims of patriarchal traditional Chinese culture. This early 
twentieth-century movement, which advocated the creation of a more demo- 
cratic and individualistic culture, was less concerned with a nuanced represen- 
tation of the past than with the creation of a politically useful model to serve 
as a foil. Within this vision of a monolithic unchanging tradition—which also 
bore similarities to Western images of a culture-bound and stagnant China— 
Chinese women were understood to be socially isolated, ignorant and unedu- 
cated, economically dependent, legally powerless, and oppressed by the patri- 
archal “three bonds” to father, husband, and son, which governed their lives.”® 

Gradually a more complex understanding of the diversity of men’s and 
women’s historical experiences has emerged, one that has revealed finer dis- 
tinctions in power relations (if still a sobering history of gender hierarchy and 
inequality), as well as a great variety in male and female experiences. The 
study of gender in China, like the field of gender studies more broadly, now 
encompasses a diverse range of approaches. It is not simply the question of 
whether women’s lives have improved or whether the May Fourth construc- 
tion of an inhuman and patriarchal Chinese past distorted that past, or 
whether Chinese women were liberated by the Communist Revolution. Re- 
cent studies make it possible to assess varied practices within the so-called 
Chinese tradition, inquiring into the validity and meaning of the recurrent 
canonical rhetoric concerning the normative social order.’ And in the mod- 
ern period, more research on “traditional” concepts and practices has taken a 
position alongside studies that focus on the new. 
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Some scholars have proposed that the divisions of labor in classical texts 
and the spatial locations of men and women in society are somewhat am- 
biguous in terms of the social value of female labor as compared to that of 
males. Ideas of gender segregation in China commonly placed a wife in a po- 
sition of hierarchical subservience to the family of her husband. Normative 
statements of female inferiority and submission, however, were tempered by 
suggestions of complementarity rather than simple subordination. The paral- 
lel construction of the canonical expression “Men till, women weave” suggests 
the equivalence of male and female work rather than a strict hierarchical 
structure. The notion of complementarity is explicit in Liu Xiang’s account of 
the wise mother of Mencius, made familiar to Late Imperial readers through 
myriad editions of biographies of virtuous women that invariably repeated 
the same narrative. To reprimand the young Mencius for his sloth, his mother 
“took up a knife and cut the web of her loom,” saying, “Your being remiss in 
your studies is like my cutting the web of my loom. ... What difference is there 
[in your studying] and my weaving?”*° In terms of economic value, women’s 
labor in weaving and embroidery could be recognized by the family as highly 
lucrative.?! 

Recent studies have demonstrated that women’s labor in the production of 
cloth was understood by moralists and officials throughout the imperial pe- 
riod as a high moral activity.” Until the late Ming, households were required 
to pay taxes in the form of cloth and yarn; the production of textiles was fun- 
damentally important to the state and connected female labor and the politi- 
cal polity. What Francesca Bray terms “gynotechnics,” or the technology of 
everyday role definition for women in Chinese society, functioned at eco- 
nomic, moral, and political levels. Through this structuring of daily life with 
multiple planes of significance, women were understood to contribute to the 
social order just as men did, though their contributions were not identical 
but, rather, complementary.** 

Questions remain as to the connections between ideas, social value, power, 
and real-life conditions. The difficulty of interpreting moral texts and procla- 
mations about women’s place has become obvious with recent scholarship 
that contextualizes this discourse within economic, political, and social 
change. For example, it is possible that the strident moral rhetoric of female 
seclusion in Song neo-Confucianism reflected a backlash against women’s 
prominence in the Song commercial boom.” If this is indeed the case, the 
heightened rhetoric indicates not merely the continuation of older ideals of 
female behavior but, perhaps more important, an attempt to mold these ideals 
to concerns of the times by putting women in their economic place. As a back- 
lash would imply, the furor about women’s space may imply not that women 
had been and still were severely sequestered but that they had made significant 
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inroads into activities that were formerly handled by men. It may have been 
the case that changes in the textile industry between the Song and Qing re- 
moved women from the more profitable sectors of weaving, and these mate- 
rial changes translated into declining social status for women.*? Judicial 
records have revealed startling, apparently antitraditional gender behavior by 
people living at the bottom of the social scale in the Late Imperial era, behav- 
ior that suggests that the state may have been more concerned with control- 
ling the mobility and behavior of poor, unmarried (and therefore unortho- 
dox) men than in maintaining or promoting rigidly separate spheres.*° 

This volume is part of the reenvisioning of the diverse meanings and com- 
plex practices of gender construction in the Late Imperial era. This said, our 
project extends beyond the rethinking of Late Imperial traditions and prac- 
tices, into a reconceptualization of the modern through the recognition of dy- 
namic cultural continuities and resonances that weave Late Imperial and 
modern eras together into an interconnected web. Recognizing normative 
gender inequality in both these periods, our volume also considers the mean- 
ings of nonnormative contexts in which the experiences of men and women 
diverged from any clear-cut assumptions of normative social relations associ- 
ated with “tradition” or “modernity.” 


Gender in Motion 


The title of this volume, 


Both literal and figurative forms of motion are 
in play here; local circulation in the spac village or urban society anc 
reat travel, as well as activity that crossed the symbolic terrain of 
itical ¢ ional identities all figure in our amas : 
The chapters in this volume traverse three periods that are usually separated 
in studies of Chinese history: ate Imperial, Republican, and People’s Re- 
public fencompassing both the Mao and post-Mao years). The chronological 
reach of the volume per comparisons across the longue durée, as well as of 
transformations in gender notions associated with commercialization, indus- 
trialization, ideological change, and other processes associated with modernity. 
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historical change within the sections, we have chosen not to or ganize this vail: 
ume exclusively i in terms is of chronolos u seeee this means 


| f modernity. The China field is ~, unique in its historical 
suscepti er to teleologies 0 enlightenment, revolution, or modernization. As 
a means of problematizing these simplistic but nonetheless pervasive interpre- 
tive tendencies, we deliberately juxtapose, in thematic sections, a focus on is- 
sues examined in different time periods. In terms of scale, the chapters range 
from close focus on the day-to-day lives of people living within defined spaces 
and relationships to larger concepts of the city and the countryside, the nation 
and the world, all i ee tant in meee as well as conceptual realities. 


ne 


, and the resonance 
of older boundaries in the context of cultural and political transformations in 
society. Each thematic section is organized to include material from different 
periods in order to facilitate consideration of analogous issues at different 
points in time. Consideration of the Late Imperial and Republican eras as well 
as the Maoist and post-Mao periods permits, additionally, a sense of multiple 
pasts and multiple understandings of modernity. 

Each part expresses a theme chosen to convey symbolic and metaphoric as 
well as literal and material meanings. 


Part I, “Patterns of Mobility,” rethinks normative divisions of space and 
labor, by considering the ability of women and men to move around within or 
despite normative prescriptions of virtue. The thematic focus encompasses lit- 
eral movement across space as well as figurative movement, in terms of occu- 
pational redefinition or movement from female-identified to male-identified 
activity and role, and the conditions facilitating such movement 


of pore and lived neo Here the interpretive focus is less on the mo- 
bilities of individuals or groups that coexisted with normative gendered spa- 
tial and occupational divisions. Inquiry turns instead to changes in the con- 
ceptualization of space, the construction of new ideologies, and arenas of 
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significance (e.g., new notions of “the public,” or “the private,” which don’t 
correspond to canonical apprehensions of space). The chapters included 
within this section identify moments of spatial redefinition and associated re- 
orientations of practice and social meaning. 

In part III, “Boundaries,” the interpretive emphasis is placed on the intan- 
gible and material lines that separated women and men in their work and spa- 
tial locations, and the conditions under which those lines became emphasized, 
muted, or revised. Of interest in this section is the relevance of canonical 
boundaries and their persistence despite ideological transformations that 
aimed to redefine work and space. 

The three thematic categories expressed in parts I through III are intended 
more as overlapping explorations than as mutually exclusive units, facilitating 
consideration of the historical intertwining of gender, labor, and spatial dis- 
tinctions. Boundaries did not exist without transgression, even when such 
transgression was not intended as a conscious challenge, and it is important 
to note the forms of mobility that coexisted with the normative categories. 
Similarly, conscious efforts to transform the gendered divisions of space and 
work, though striking in their bold redefinition of ideas and practice, were 
necessarily complicated and often limited by the persistence of older notions. 
The three-part division of this volume is intended as a means of ensuring re- 
flection on both the complexities of “tradition” (encompassing traditions en- 
acted in the past and in the present), and the dynamism as well as the limita- 
tions of changes that claim modernity. 

While our interest in space, labor, and gender has benefited greatly from re- 
cent scholarship on China, we also have drawn on ideas that have emerged out 
of similar research on other cultures or in cultural, feminist, historical, and ge- 
ographic theory. The most basic concept of cultural geography—that space is 
not neutral but like gender and labor, is culturally constructed—is built into 
the foundation of our work.” We understand both space and labor to be not 
only gendered but also saturated with multiple meanings that result from 
changing social relations. Social changes produce spatial changes, even as 
older meanings of space and labor are complexly woven into new practices. 
We examine theories of space, gender, and labor as they emerge through spe- 
cific cultural practices including the creation and circulation of texts, al- 
though we do not imagine that texts provide a transparent window onto ac- 
tual social life. Rather, we hope to illustrate the complex interplay between 
concepts developed by people and groups at various times and through vari- 
ous means, and their expression within concrete daily life. 

Women and men inhabit, understand, and work within space differently, 
although at times boundaries shift, are muted, or become heightened. If_nei _ 
and wai are significant, they are not the only important relational terms 
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within this discussion. 


ad ate cultural, political, and economic changes demanded ia se 
that often seemed to be directly opposed to older ideas of how women and 
men should live ane work n lin e recel 


ries of this volume use a 


J and 
eon concepts vi 


Ithough one could argue that the canonical ffs 
e of nei and wai diminished in the twentieth century, particularly as new 
identity-fixing spatial divisions emerged in the Maoist era,** we found that 
boundary distinctions and spatial differentiation not only persisted in various 
forms, but, even more importantly, always provided useful analytical perspec- 
tive. As the chapters of this book amply illustrate, labor and gender emerge in 
practice through the organization of space, and spatial concepts inform the 
movement of women and men through time, locality, and social value. 


Interpretations 


In both Late Imperial and modern times, certain forms of mobility coexisted 
with normative gendered boundaries. That is to say that some individuals or 
groups regularly transgressed recognized boundaries without articulating a 
conscious challenge to normative behaviors. In some cases, this was because 
respecting such boundaries was impractical for reasons of economic survival. 
In other cases, individuals who in practice transgressed the normative spatial 
boundaries of gender nonetheless took great care to insist that, on the con- 
trary, their behavior did conform to normative practices. Such individuals 
sought to conceptually reframe their divergent practices as perfectly in align- 
ment with canonical behaviors. — 

Part I of this volume, “Patterns of Mobility,” begins with two chapters on 
Late Imperial China that present new explorations of mobility across gen- 
dered boundaries at different ends of the social scale. At the lower end of the 
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social scale, for example, conformity with normative boundaries was a luxury 
individuals could not always afford. This is immediately clear in “Making Sex 
Work: Polyandry as a Survival Strategy in Qing Dynasty China,” Matthew H. 
Sommer’s provocative exploration of sex work and family strategies among 
people at the bottom of the social scale. As Sommer demonstrates, it was not 
uncommon for behaviors to transgress the gender orthodoxies of the state— 
amounting to what Sommer describes as a stigmatized, illegal variation of 
nonfraternal polyandry—even as social actors intoned the rhetoric of the 
normative gender order. Poor women, motivated by economic necessity, flex- 
ibly interpreted their role as wives, taking on extra “husbands” to increase the 
well-being of their households. Such acts commonly incurred the criticisms of 
relations and neighbors, who described such households as transgressing 
nei/wai boundaries (bu fen nei wai). Nonetheless, such practices gave hard- 
pressed individuals a degree of relative mobility and power. 

The novel family practices and occupational mobility examined by Som- 
mer, involving the strategic manipulation by both husbands and wives of 
wives’ sexual labor, clearly were not an attractive option to women of the elite 
class, who were better cloistered and could not have shared poorer women’s 
desperate motivations for so radically transgressing gender norms. Elite 
women did, however, engage in other forms of mobility that potentially chal- 
lenged normative gender roles. In her chapter “The Virtue of Travel for 
Women in the Late Empire,” Susan Mann examines travel narratives by elite 
women. Normally considered the province of sojourning males, travel raised 
questions of virtue particular to women bound by the discourse of nei and 
posed narrative problems for those who recorded their journeys. Yet the sto- 
ries of their journeys were not disinterested record keeping. Rather, as Mann 
demonstrates, women resolved the interpretive ambiguities through an in- 
genious narrative inattention to the scenery or delights of their trip. Instead of 
emphasizing pleasure, their travel narratives were consciously fashioned, 
above all, as testimonials to familial virtue and devotion. 

If these two chapters on the Late Imperial era indicate the dimensions and 
limitations of mobility within or around the canonical rhetoric of gendered 
spatial division, the other two chapters in this part I, on the Republican and 
People’s Republic eras, explore mobility in the twentieth century and locate 
similar concern with what mobility means for women. In “Gender on Stage: 
Actresses in an Actors’ World (1895-1930),” Luo Suwen examines the entry 
of women and girls—motivated by financial necessity, not any articulated 
feminism—into the exclusive male preserve of Beijing opera performance.*° 
Initially, well-known male performers would not allow their female relatives 
to learn opera, partially because of the improprieties of public exposure, and 
partially because they feared women’s performances would invariably be 


14 Bryna Goodman and Wendy Larson 


viewed as licentious and the women as loose or available for abuse. Even 
though actresses were mocked as unskilled, criticized as immoral, and often 
banned, over a period of some thirty years women gradually were accepted 
into this prestigious form of opera. In this process, Luo highlights the crucial 
role of a certain unorthodox space, the foreign settlements of modern 
Shanghai, in facilitating a climate of operatic innovation that permitted the 
entry of actresses. If the new Beijing opera actresses of the early twentieth 
century might be retrospectively claimed as feminist heroines, the field of 
opera performance was broken into largely by poor girls who, similar to the 
women studied by Sommer who took on an extra man for economic gain, 
had a strong economic incentives to disregard the moral strictures against 
women entering the outer male sphere. While audiences may have inter- 
preted female acting as lewd, thereby keeping actresses away from the status 
and recognition regularly bestowed on excellent actors, actresses also took 
advantage of the audiences’ desire for the display of female bodies onstage to 
gain their livelihood, in the process acclimating audiences to female per- 
formers and ultimately transforming Beijing opera. 

In “Women on the Move: Women’s Kinship, Residence, and Networks in 
Rural Shandong,” Ellen R. Judd examines the local circulation of women be- 
tween rural localized communities of men in Shandong villages in the Peo- 
ple’s Republic period. Although it generally is true that women’s mobility 
overall is more limited than that of men, Judd demonstrates that within the 
traditionally female-defined activities of matchmaking, women have devel- 
oped extensive networks of acquaintances and contacts that not only expand 
their mobility but also significantly increase their ability to set up the kind of 
family relationships that are beneficial to them. Furthermore, women define 
these activities not as work but as part of their female home life, conceptually 
removing them from the outer sphere of male activity where women are not 
supposed to go. Susan Mann in chapter 2 traces how a potentially transgres- 
sive activity was made acceptable through the molding of narrative recon- 
struction. Similarly, in chapter 4, Judd’s probing of women’s understandings 
of their spatial circulation reveals efforts to locate such mobility in a familial 
context, placing women’s activity back into the family, or the realm of nei. 
Judd’s research illustrates that activities often deemed traditional may pro- 
duce both physical and conceptual mobility, as long as these activities are 
properly defined, normatively speaking. Both chapters evoke the power of 
language and discourse in situating and interpreting women’s movements. 

These first four chapters work together to show the importance of classical 
ideas of gender segregation as well as the complex relationship between these 
ideas and the divergent realities of daily life. Differences in class are important 
in determining what kind of strategies women and families develop to im- 
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prove their lives through extending female mobility across space. In the two 
examples provided by Sommer and Luo, the lower-class women who had least 
access to economic resources altered their restrictions by engaging in sexual or 
sexually defined labor. These women—and their family members, who at 
times placed them in these positions—were not self-consciously, as feminists, 
resisting the limitations put on them. Rather, they were simply trying to up- 
grade their living conditions. In the larger picture, however, this attempt ef- 
fectively changes the expression of normative gender regulations and expands 
women’s mobility. Rural women with some standing within their village can 
engage in “female” activities and slowly build up networks that provide them 
with more mobility and power than the conceptual limitations of women’s 
place would normally permit. In contrast, when elite women ventured out of 
the household and into the male outer world, they used writing to defuse the 
conceptual dangers their travel posed and recontain their activities within tra- 
ditional gender boundaries. 

Part II, “Spatial Transformations,” emphasizes moments of historical 
change, and the transformation of normative gendered divisions of space in 
the last years of the Qing dynasty, the early Republican era, and the Maoist 
and post-Mao periods. The four chapters in this section identify key moments 
and processes of social, cultural, and political redefinition across the long 
twentieth century to locate the reconfigurations of space, gender, and work. 
These essays investigate distinctive new notions of public and private, and 
their relation to older concepts of gendered space. 

In “Between Nei and Wai: Chinese Women Students in Japan in the Early 
Twentieth Century,” Joan Judge examines both the transnational travel of Chi- 
nese female students in Japan and these students’ claims on the symbolic space 
of the Chinese nation. She suggests that the experience of female students in 
Japan should be assessed not simply from the perspective of the developing 
nationalism that characterizes male students’ changing attitudes, but rather 
from a cultural/social focus that directs attention to the models of woman- 
hood and female citizenship provided by modern Japanese women. Judge’s re- 
search highlights the transformations that took place in women’s worldviews 
and sense of the gendered social order during their sojourn in Japan, arguing 
that Chinese women were profoundly influenced by both Japanese models of 
womanhood as well as by the previously inaccessible spaces of social inter- 
mingling with Chinese men in which they found themselves abroad. These 
changes in the social circumstances of their lives blurred the nei/wai bound- 
ary and facilitated their developing sense of connection with the Chinese na- 
tion. Though their experiences in Japan were radically new, these women ul- 
timately chose to embrace certain aspects of normative female behavior, 
urging women to work for the nation within the family. 
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In contrast to Judge’s investigation of elite women abroad, Catherine 
Vance Yeh, like Luo Suwen, focuses on unorthodox and foreign spaces within 
China. In “Playing with the Public: Late Qing Courtesans and Their Opera 
Singer Lovers,” Yeh studies courtesans who appeared in the new public spaces 
of Shanghai theaters and public parks. While fascinating Shanghai residents 
with the spectacle of their visibility, high-class courtesans also cultivated love 
affairs with male opera actors, relationships that asserted personal choice 
rather than following more traditional notions of business and the propri- 
etary interests of male patrons. These interactions were marked private but 
were quite distinct from the domestic nei. Courtesans’ so-called private 
life—treally a space for the exercise of personal choice and autonomy—was of 
course very public. As it emerged, the new private space of courtesan love im- 
mediately aroused public fascination through the published journalistic es- 
says of jilted literati lovers. As Yeh illustrates, late Qing newspapers created a 
public realm that contradictorily consisted of forays into the private lives of 
the courtesans. Yeh identifies a spatial realm that is less commonly explored 
by scholars than the construction of a new, politicized, citizen-identified 
public. 

Madeleine Yue Dong, in “Unofficial History and Gender Boundary Cross- 
ing in the Early Chinese Republic: Shen Peizhen and Xiaofengxian,” similarly 
interrogates the contentious terrain of political citizenship. Focusing on the 
early Chinese Republic, she traces the paths of women who set out deliber- 
ately to assert political citizenship, as well as stories of women who became 
progressive political symbols despite their political passivity. Women who 
broke into male political spaces such as the senate floor or physically attacked 
male politicians to protest for their rights were excoriated both in the press 
and in unofficial histories. Yet prostitutes who associated with political figures 
could receive political praise. Dong finds that these disparate receptions fol- 
lowed from their different modes of behavior. As the unofficial histories 
(yeshi) suggest, prostitutes could be imagined as working behind the scenes to 
influence powerful men. Their invisible but imagined activities did not di- 
rectly challenge gender roles but rather reinforced fundamental spatial dis- 
tinctions between men and women. In contrast to Judge’s chapter, Dong’s re- 
search suggests some of the ironies of gendered spatial arrangements. Judge 
shows that nei could be materially confronted through the appearance of new 
social spaces yet persists strongly as a state of mind. Dong’s research not only 
illustrates the relevance of more popular sources such as unofficial histories in 
investigating gender practices but also shows how spatial segregation was an 
important symbolic structure that was difficult to dismantle. In her focus on 
public print media as vehicles for new displays of private behavior, Dong’s re- 
search, like that of Catherine Yeh, provides additional evidence of the crucial 
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role of the commercial press in the production and transformation of gen- 
dered notions of space. 

In contrast to the groups and individuals who were able to initiate trans- 
formations in the spatial boundaries of their lives in the context of changed 
commercial, political, and ideological environments, as depicted variously in 
the studies of Yeh, Judge, and Dong, Wang Zheng’s chapter in this section ex- 
amines a prominent, but largely unexamined, reorganization of gendered 
space enacted by the new communist state. Wang’s research on women’s pat- 
ticipation in urban neighborhood work, in “Gender and Maoist Urban Reor- 
ganization,” delineates spatial change in gender divisions of labor in the early 
People’s Republic. After the Communist Revolution, in a fashion resembling 
efforts in the early twentieth century to reshape women into citizens, unem- 
ployed urban women were regarded in a contradictory fashion: they were con- 
sidered both backward and also potentially revolutionary in their ability to be 
formed into active agents of the state. In an extension of both female work 
space and occupational role, formerly unemployed wives were organized for 
neighborhood work. The usefulness of these women in local social manage- 
ment and surveillance, coupled with the cost-effectiveness of the venture, led 
to a gradual expansion in the range of duties assigned to women by local com- 
munist officials. Despite their volunteer status, these women gained organiza- 
tional skills and found new public identities, functioning effectively as the 
lowest level of the civil service administration. They also gained local power 
through their linkages with the state security apparatus. Although women 
often felt empowered by their new positions, their work was denigrated by 
men in their neighborhoods, who found ways to delegitimate the new public 
roles of women by recourse to culturally available negative images of the dan- 
gers of meddling women. 

The final chapter that engages the theme of spatial transformation is Wendy 
Larson’s analysis of the symbolic and gendered meaning of work within urban 
life, and the connection between morally significant labor and contemporary 
intellectual discourse. “He Yi’s The Postman: The Work Space of a New Age 
Maoist” examines a film that creates a male character with many of the at- 
tributes of the self-sacrificing, revolutionary Lei Feng, who provided the 
model for individual devotion in work for the communist state. Lei Feng was 
male, but the model was considered universally applicable across gender 
boundaries; indeed, the legendary “Iron Girl” heroines of the Maoist era, to- 
gether with the female stars of Cultural Revolution films and opera, cleansed 
of their sexuality, all embodied the Lei Feng spirit. In this post-Mao film, Lei 
Feng is no longer a universal model. Female agency (as opposed to female sex- 
uality) is out of the picture. The main character in the film labors in a highly 
regularized, monotonous job with perverse sexual undertones, and he lacks 
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any of the articulate optimism associated with the universal revolutionary 
hero. Whereas the Maoist era delegitimated both the old realm of nei and the 
newer realm of the private, projecting an impossibly all-encompassing new 
public realm of universal service to the state, the collapse of Maoism punc- 
tured the model of the heroic workplace and along with it, the sense of open, 
positive space of which it was constructed. Larson sees in the film of He Yi (He 
Jianjun) a self-conscious, savvy attempt to salvage the notion of “serve the 
people” from within exaggeratedly bad contemporary conditions, especially 
the deadened and flattened space of work. The film’s protagonist exhibits an 
oddly distorted male moral agency as he negotiates the confused historical 
remnants of space that surround him. Thus, The Postman sides with those 
who claim that China’s revolutionary history and its vision of socially engaged 
work remains relevant and potentially liberatory, if barely so. At the same 
time, with the female characters representing little more than various posi- 
tions for the protagonist to consider as he carves out his mission, this poten- 
tial is not equally available to all. By investing that vision in a lone male char- 
acter, the film presents a conventionally gendered division that mimics the 
nei/wai separation of the past. 

The five chapters by Yeh, Judge, Dong, Wang, and Larson in part IT empha- 
size processes of redefinition and creation of spaces of activity and significa- 
tion at moments of historical change. This renegotiation of space reworks, ex- 
tends, or marginalizes notions of nei and wai, as well as the more modern 
notions of public and private. In different ways, as well, these chapters closely 
examine the complex interplay between identity and spatial location. For 
Judge, the conceptual break from the idea of nei is fragile and cannot be sus- 
tained, at least within this early group of women students abroad. Dong 
demonstrates strong resistance to—yet also active success in—the integration 
of male and female activity in a new space of public political citizenship. For 
Wang, the broadening of female space to encompass the neighborhood be- 
comes a novel source of management training, altering both the women who 
work there and the space itself. And Larson locates a distressing makeover of 
urban space that shrinks and limits the supposed gains of industrialization 
and liberation of sexual mores, while simultaneously putting moral agency 
back into its proper male body. 

Part III, “Boundaries,” moves the interpretive focus toward the conceptual 
and material boundaries of gendered practice. Here the emphasis is on the in- 
fluence of normative boundaries in people’s minds, even when such bound- 
aries were disregarded in practice, or even after economic, ideological, or po- 
litical changes brought transformations in the symbolic spaces of daily life. 

In “Women’s Work and the Economics of Respectability” Kenneth Pomer- 
anz addresses, for the Late Imperial and Republican periods, the difficult 
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problem of actually tracing the gendered division of labor expressed in the 
normative formula “Men till, women weave.” Despite significant regional vari- 
ation, gender divisions of labor were always culturally meaningful. In frontier 
areas, gendered spatial separation was often rigidly enforced, partially as a 
means of distinguishing Han cultural practice from that of other groups. Like 
Sommer, Pomeranz notes the greater likelihood that impoverished people his- 
torically transgress normative gender boundaries. His interpretation of this 
boundary crossing, however, differs significantly from that of Sommer. 
Whereas Sommer’s analysis emphasizes mobility and agency, Pomeranz is less 
inclined to interpret the gender boundaries as so easily dispensable. Recog- 
nizing that the difficult circumstances of individuals’ daily lives might require 
boundary flexibility, he argues that this flexibility did not render the bound- 
aries irrelevant. Individuals who transgressed boundaries for purposes of eco- 
nomic survival could experience not freedom but loss of virtue and symbolic 
value. When lower-class women engage in male-identified labor, they do not 
gain power or respect but rather open themselves to exploitation. In Jiangnan, 
at least, Pomeranz notes, rather, a basic correlation between relative prosper- 
ity and a normative gender division of labor. 

In his discussion of boundary issues, Pomeranz also articulates method- 
ological questions that haunt studies of gender divisions of labor, arguing that 
while gender boundaries were highly significant for individual experience, it 
is impossible to abstract “women’s” or “men’s” calculations from family units 
and family strategies. Pomeranz questions the value of an abstract notion of 
“women’s labor” and argues for understanding women through family strate- 
gies in which each individual’s occupational deployment was understood and 
channeled in ways that cannot be calculated separately from family interests. 
In these respects, male and female, individual and family, cannot be sharply 
counterposed. 

The remaining three chapters in this part all address the persistence of older 
normative gender boundaries despite radical shifts in ideology and politics in 
the modern era. Shifting to an urban setting, in “The Vocational Woman and 
the Elusiveness of ‘Personhood’ in Early Republican China,” Bryna Goodman 
examines the contradictions of the New Culture discourse of gender equality, 
considering the ideal of female personhood (rer’ge) and the goal of female vo- 
cations (funii zhiye), both of which were understood by feminists to constitute 
prerequisites for female citizenship in the early Republican era. Although 
women’s personhood was widely discussed and promoted, in practice the lan- 
guage of personhood was class based and occupation-specific. Poor and uned- 
ucated women were excluded, as well as women who were financially depen- 
dent on men. Only educated working women could qualify for personhood. In 
practice, not surprisingly, older gendered boundaries permeated new sexually 
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integrated workplaces. Working women faced persistent evaluation with refer- 
ence to earlier markers of female virtue and—in the office buildings or enter- 
tainment spaces of the city—could be vulnerable to their employers’ desires. 
Their virtue, moreover, was tainted by the simple fact of their association with 
male coworkers, as well as by their material desire to work for money. Women 
activists who proclaimed their devotion to feminist goals often deployed a lan- 
guage of female chastity and purity as they created feminist martyrs. Though 
Goodman’s urban working women were worlds away from the rural women 
studied by Pomeranz, their work in male-identified spaces could similarly ex- 
pose them to insult and exploitation. 

Tze-lan Deborah Sang, in “Women’s Work and Boundary Transgression 
in Wang Dulu’s Popular Novels,” examines gender boundaries through 
Republican-era popular literature. Sang argues that beyond Wang's overt in- 
terest in creating female martial arts fighters with almost unlimited physical 
ability to cross boundaries lies a concern with female poverty and a claim 
that in real life, women were still disadvantaged by their lack of economic 
resources. Wang’s most famous novel, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, ap- 
pears to focus on the boundary transgressions and moral quandaries of an 
elite woman. Sang argues, however, that the novel is grounded in a larger in- 
terest that depicts the boundaries women must cross to sustain themselves 
as impossibly rigid obstructions. This novel is thus a fundamental revision 
of the Chinese chivalric tradition; it and other novels by Wang deploy the 
boundary-breaking female martial arts figure to investigate the stark social 
realities of lower-class female life. In a dozen social novels, Wang repeatedly 
analyzes the lives of poor young urban women who are compelled to seek 
work outside the home. His novels engaged in prevalent social contempla- 
tion of the question of whether work outside the home was a new social 
right or an unwanted burden. Sang’s work suggests, finally, that boundary 
crossing—even in the most physical form of flying—can be used in litera- 
ture to present the contrary message that women are often hopelessly con- 
strained and limited by the boundaries that mark their existence. 

In “Virtue at Work: Rural Shaanxi Women Remember the 1950s,” Gail Her- 
shatter returns our focus to the countryside to consider rural women’s mem- 
ories of the 1950s. Hershatter’s narrative reveals identities that appear to in- 
herit and continue an overarching structure of female virtue that has persisted 
despite political and ideological campaigns; the communist reorganization of 
rural family, economic, and legal structures; and increases in mobility that 
these women experienced after 1949. Describing themselves as pitiful, capa- 
ble, and harmonious, these women see themselves less as revolutionary agents 
free to move through new social spaces than as family and community actors 
whose efforts could smooth and realign conflicts, even when these actions 
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were disadvantageous to themselves. Although many of these women con- 
trasted their ability to move through public space in the 1950s with child- 
hoods that were more spatially and materially constrained, ideas of dramatic 
rupture are largely absent from their narratives. Instead, women crafted self- 
characterizations with recurring themes of prerevolutionary notions of fe- 
male virtue, integrating into this notion of virtue more recent categories of 
self provided by the revolution, notably labor, though without its attachments 
to either the revolution or the state. In this regard, the construction of a re- 
membered self in commonly understood terms of virtue creates a contrast 
with state narratives of transformative political change. 

If these individuals marked their identities with clear lines of virtue, it is 
striking that the narratives Hershatter elicited contain few references to canon- 
ical notions of gendered boundaries of either labor or space. Both before and 
after the revolution, many of these poor peasant women apparently provided 
the primary means of financial support for their children, and even parents-in- 
law, as their husbands left for other areas or, in other cases, predeceased them. 
Their lives focused on family survival, and, if these women emphasized virtue, 
they had learned to define the category in ways that were practical and per- 
sonally resonant. In this regard, Hershatter’s findings echo themes in the work 
of Sommer and Pomeranz, regarding the weakness of nei/wai boundaries in 
the context of poverty. Hershatter’s oral histories also resonate with Pomer- 
anz’s caution against imagining individuals outside family contexts. Despite 
their revolutionary experiences, Hershatter’s rural women self-identified 
largely within traditional female capacities. If their notions of traditional fe- 
male capacities do not strictly conform to canonical notions of nei and wai, the 
overwhelming impression created by their narratives is not one of freedom 
but, rather, of the family and community boundaries that mark their lives. 

The four chapters in part III together present a nuanced, if sobering, view 
of both the crossing of gender boundaries and of modern or revolutionary 
claims for women’s liberation. If these chapters allow us to see that boundary 
crossing in itself does not necessarily indicate either freedom from gender- 
based restrictions or even new ideas about women’s work, they nonetheless re- 
veal the shifting nature of boundaries, their transgression in particular cir- 
cumstances and at particular historical moments, as well as the complexities 
of self-conscious boundary redefinition. 


Notes 


This introduction has been enriched by comments and suggestions from Cynthia Brokaw 
and Mark Selden, as well as the articles and discussion of the contributing authors. 
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Making Sex Work 


Polyandry as a Survival Strategy in 
Qing Dynasty China 
Matthew H. Sommer 
i Ei ins aN RAS HE ee ic 


“Getting a Husband to Support a Husband”: 
A Case of Polyandry on the North China Plain 


N 1743, PEASANT WANG YULIANG REALIZED that he could no longer feed his 
family Therefore, he decided t 


Wang (age forty-nine’) lived in Fangshan County, Zhili (about fifty kilo- 

meters southwest of Beijing); his household consisted of himself, his wife Li 
y Shi (forty-one), his widowed mother Fu Shi (seventy-nine), two young sons, 
\rr ae ad a ins aan The six x of them ag? a one-room house. Wang owned eon 


é To make matters worse, 
for several years Wang had suffered from a chronic illness that made it diffi- 
cult to keep down food, and he was bedridden much of the time. 

These circumstances prompted Wang to approach He Shixin (thirty- 
seven), an immigrant from Neiqiu County, Zhili (about 350 kilometers to the 
southwest), who was working in the uiltones asa meas) laborer. He Shixin had 


agreed. 
At first Wang’s wife refused to cooperate, but eventually he persuaded her. 
As Li Shi later testified, he told her “I have this sickness and I can’t take care of 


90 a= 
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you anymore, so all we can do is get him to support (yanghuo) us and get 
along as best we can.” Li Shi protested that they had only one room and sleep- 
ing platform in their house, so Wang explained, “Everyone will sleep together, 
but you don’t need to be ashamed.” 


ang’s mother was unhappy, too: 


[1] saw that my son had brought (zhao) He Shixin into our family. My son told 
me that he was going to let He Shixin live with us and sleep on the same sleep- 
ing platform with my daughter-in-law, so that he would farm our land and sup- 
port our family. I said, “We may be poor, but how can we do something like 
that?” 


But she, too, bowed to the inevitable. 
So it happened that He Shixin Yuliang’s family, shared 
their sleeping platform, shi, and supported _ 
best he could by working their | iri i Neigh- 
bors later testified that everyone had had a pretty good idea what was going 
on, but no one interfered—after all, what better solution did they have for the 
5 al family’s problems? 


ow, on food, provoking Wang Yuliang to complain and to abuse his wife; more- 
over, Wang was ill most of the time and by throwing up everything he ate, he 


was seen to be wasting quite a bit of all-too-scarce food. Wang had become a 
taxing burden to his family, something especially difficult to tolerate when all 
were going hungry. Finally, in the summer of 1744, Li Shi persuaded He Shixin 
to help kill her husband so that they could be a couple and have a better life 
together. After the murder, they were quickly found out, prosecuted, and sen- 
tenced to death—which is the only reason we know their story.’ 


How Widespread a Practice? 
ty This story illustrates a practice known aGRieeaste hushaneseere tie. 
haofu yangfu), : raternal polyandry that, with some 


iation, appears to have been remarkabl 


ow widespread? It is impos- 

al € practice in any exact way, and I would not suggest that 

v.4% most people—even most poor people—participated in such relationships. 
SF But it certainly was no isolated phenomenon. 

Two major kinds of sources document this form of polyandry in China: 

Qing legal case records and early twentieth-century surveys of popular cus- 
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toms. The story of Wang Yuliang’s family is found in a “routine memorial on 
criminal matters” held at the First Historical Archives in Beijing. These me- 

ot, morials from provincial governors report capital cases, which the archivists 
\y 73 have sorted into categories according to the background situation that framed 


homicide).* In the archival category “marriage and sex offenses,” a very com- 
mon scenario found is the impoverished couple being supported by one or 
more outside masta in exchan e for sexual access to the wife. From a pdicial 


; ; ROOT 
ninety blows of the heavy bamboo (for the woman and both men) and com- | 
ulsory divorce.’ The “marriage and sex offenses” category contains countless 
memo related to this crime, and I have collected several hundred from the 
Qianlong (1736-1796), Jiaqing (1796-1821), and Daoguang (1821-1851) 

reigns. 

These are nearly all homicide cases, and homicide, of course, is an excep- 
tional event. But I am convinced that the background situations that framed 
these homicides were not rare at all. This conviction is strengthened by the 
fact that such practices are well represented also in the routine caseloads of 
local courts in Ba County, Sichuan, and Baodi County, Zhili, most of which 
involved offenses far less serious than homicide.® 

In addition to criminal records, two surveys of popular customs from the 
early twentieth century provide valuable documentation or well 
as related practices ike wife selling). Report on an Investigation of Popular Cus- 
toms contains data collected from local authorities in a number of provinces 
during the late Qing and early Republican eras as part of the preparation for 
drafting a modern civil code. This survey’s reports from Fujian, Gansu, Hubei, 
Shaanxi, Shanxi, and Zhejiang all mention the “evil custom” of “getting a hus- 
band to support a husband.”” 

We need to bear in mind the limitations of this survey when weighing the 
significance of its evidence. Its reports vary widely in quality and detail, and it 
is far from complete: it leaves out most counties and many provinces alto- 
zether, including the far south and entire southwest of the countr 


onimon Law of Taiwan published by Japanese colo- 
nial authorities, reproduces the text of a written contract for “getting a hus- 
band to support a husband” dated 1869.’ This contract, which I translate here, 
documents a practice identical to that described in Report on an Investigation 
of Popular Customs. Based on these surveys, it seems safe to assume that for 
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every instance of polyandry mentioned in a legal case, there must have been a 
great many others that left no specific written record. 

A limitation of both surveys is that since their compilers sought to document 
included only the most formally contracted version of 


marriage— 
represents only one end of a wide and varied spectrum of polyandrous practices 
that combined elements of both marriage and sex work in different ways and 
proportions. The common denominator among all these practices is that a wife, 
with her husband’s permission, would have sexual relations with one or more 
other men in order to help support her family. In other words, the surveys reveal 
only the tip of the iceberg: there was an awful lot going on that the compilers ei- 
ther did not know about or (more likely) considered too deviant to mention in 
a report on local “customs.” Since the entire spectrum of polyandrous practice 
was criminalized as “abetting or tolerating one’s wife to engage in illicit sexual in- 
tercourse with another man,” however, we can turn to the legal archives for a 


fuller picture of social reality. 
a “The main challenge in interpreting the legal cases is to 


ry’s criminal cate gor ie 


. hemsely FO One should also omar in 

= ind that since eS eelanden was illegal nositcipat had a strong interest in 

per avoiding official attention. Legal cases record only those relationships that 
ended in serious trouble; harmonious relationships rarely left any trace in the 
public record. On the other hand, the main challenge in interpreting the sur- 
veys is to get beyond the compilers’ definition of “custom” to understand their 
evidence in the broader context of practices they have left out. By combining 
these diverse sources, we can find evidence of some variation of polyandry in 
every province of China proper. 


The Big Picture 


Bearing this evidence in mind, let us consider the larger context for the story 
of Wang Yuliang. One precondition for the arrangement proposed by Wang 
was his ability to recruit He Shixin as a second husband for his wife. He Shixin 
was an able-bodied man with no wife or property of his own, who had mi- 
grated far from home in search of a livelihood, and Wang had no trouble at all 


sos persuading him to accept the proposal. There seems to have been no shortage 
9 te of men like He, the SN crc maeaat iggun'? 
ot at the bottom of Qin societ The larger context, o 
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und, and in some rura SoA as many asa fift 
of adult males would never marry, even though marriage was universal for 
women. !! 


- fea areandlan agen required no at Ne i fs imagination 


for Wang Yuliang to come up with this solution to his family’s problems. 
\ 7) When all else failed, his family had one more asset: his wife’s body. Nor was it 
»>, really very difficult for other people to understand and accept the arrange- 
hy ment, Li Shi’s professions of distaste notwithstanding. This was a society in 
sta which it was both possible and easy—one can even say that it made sense— 


f Wang Yu- 
liang’s family, exacerbated by his peculiar illness. The larger context is that 
there were many downwardly mobile families, living on farms too small to 
support themselves, who were turning to a range of te strategies in 
order to survive. The situation would only grow worse over tim 

was one such strategy and no doubt was t i 


Oi 


ye? 
\2 \ _dren also could be sold off (a transaction often euphemi option”), as 
oe could wives. In this particular case, we are reminded of Philip Huang’s analy- 
sis of the involutionary pressure on peasant families to mobilize underutilized 
labor and engage in sidelines and risky cash cropping in order to survive.'* 
One available form of “underutilized” labor was th 
and one possible sideline wa 
This context helps us make sense of the myriad legal cases where we find a 
— wife taking one or more patrons who chip in to supplement her family’s i in- 
come, with r husband either o ‘ 


”; that is, they do not necessarily see sex work as the most 
important or defining aspect of their lives.'* 

These three larger phenomena—the shortage of wives and consequent sur- 
plus of single men, the market for women’s sexual and reproductive labor, and 
the problem of widespread downward mobility and involutionary pressure on. 


poor families—were interrelated, and at their intersection we find people like 
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Wang Yuliang, Li Shi, and He Shixin engaged in survival strategies that com- 
bined elements of marriage and prostitution in a range of polyandrous forms. 


or with some type of chosen (or <inship; others were more casual, 
even ad hoc, and depended on verbal contracts or more indirect ways of 
reaching an understanding (such as the husband turning a blind eye to what 
he knows full well his wife is doing on the side). Each legal case tells a unique 
story full of specific details. But among the countless individual anecdotes we 
can discern common patterns and logic that make sense only when considered 
at the intersection of larger forces. 


scat 


A Spectrum of Polyandrous Practice 


Qing legal cases reveal a spectrum of different arrangements by which a wife, 
with her husband’s approval, would have sex with one or more other men, in 
order to help support her family. Marriage and prostitution are the opposite 
poles of this polyandrous spectrum: some scenarios look more like marriage, 
and others more like sex work. Most, perhaps, lie somewhere in between." 

A number of variables can be used to plot a given scenario along this spec- 
trum. For example, how many outside sexual partners did the wife take, and 
how long did their relationship(s) last? At the marriage end of the spectrum, 
we find a stable long-term relationship between the wife and one partner i 
addition to her husband. I have examples of cach a Ae isaac 

indi the prostitution end of the spectrum, we find multiple partners (typ- 
ically, the wife cannot remember how many), each of whose relationship with 
her lasted only the duration of | 

Second, to what degree, if any, did the couple incorporate an outside male 
into their family and household, and how did they represent that relationship 
to themselves and others? At the marriage end of the spectrum, we find the 
outside male fully incorporated as a second husband by means of contract, 
kinship VaeeDELatys coresidence, resource pooling, the sharing of meals from 

imes even change of surname. For example, in 


legal cases, we also find exam 
outside male’s surname. In their dealings with this man, the couple does not 
mainta ; a phrase that repeatedly appears in testimony is “bufen 
neiwai’—literally, “they do not distinguish between inner and outer,” a refer- 
ence to the inner female space of the household from which outside males 
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were normally to be excluded. In other words, they treat him as a member of 
their family. 

At the prostitution end of the spectrum, however, the woman’s multiple 
sexual partners may be completely anonymous strangers. They are simply 
customers, and the couple is fully self-conscious about being engaged in pros- 
titution. 


he heart of this qui 
: RO: pro quo may well be an exchange of economic support for sexual relations, 
out once incorporated into the family, the outside male will also partake of 
the entire package of domestic caring work performed by the wife for her 
family, including preparing food, mending and making clothes, cleaning, 


caring for the sick, and so on 


erhood or adopting the couple’s children as ganqin, something like a godfa- 
he and the opportunity to have cident own wih the wl Fo 
their part, the couple gains security through the pooling of labor, income, 
and whatever other resources the outside male can contribute on an ongo- 
ing basis. 

The benefits a wife provided her second husband were simply an extension 
of her ordinary tasks within the family. Paola Tabet’s description of the con- 
text of sex work in rural Niger applies equally to our Chinese cases of 
polyandry: “In the villages, giving sexual service is integrated with the other 
services women give in marriage: domestic labor, reproduction, and all the 


»! 


asks allotte by the sexual division of labor: 


Of course, at the opposite, 
find straightforwar 


prostitution end of the spectrum, we 


For reasons of space, this chapter focuses on practices that most closely re- 
sembled marriage, in which the outside male was formally incorporated into 
the family. Readers should keep in mind that we are examining only one end 
of a wide spectrum of polyandrous alliances. It is my belief—which I shall 
elaborate and substantiate in a larger project—that this entire spectrum, along 
with related practices like wife selling, needs to be included in our analysis of 
the traditional Chinese marriage system. 
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The Polyandry Contract 


The term “getting a husband to support a husband” (zhaofu yangfu) gener- 
ally referred to a formally contracted relationship. It should be understood 
as a form of marriage, despite its official illegality and its unacceptability to 
elite standards; it was certainly understood as such by its participants, and 
even by the community at large. What stands out is the formality and open- 
ness of the arrangements, in conscious imitation of more widely accepted 
forms of marriage. 

Report on an Investigation of Popular Customs notes tha 


Shaanxi, for example, “The couple will talk it over and agree to ask a match- 
maker to bring a second husband into their household to support the first 
husband (zhaofu rujia, yi yang qianfu). They will draw up a ‘bringing in a hus- 
band contract’ (zhaofu juzi), which clearly states that ‘the second husband may 
not mistreat the first husband.”!” The Japanese colonial survey of Taiwanese 
customary law reproduces the text of a written contract for zhaofu yangfu 
dated 1869: 


Wang Yunfa hereby establishes this contract for getting a husband to support a 
husband (zhaofu yangfu zi). Years ago | married Li San’s daughter, Li Xiuliang, who 
is now twenty years old. We have lived together for four years. Xiuliang is filial in 
serving my parents and she takes care of the household without creating trouble 
or stirring up quarrels. It makes one very content to have such a good wife. 

Unfortunately, some time ago I contracted a disease and have become para- 
lyzed. We are poor and have no source of income to meet our expenses. Although 
at the present time we are not starving, we have considered the fact that “there 
are three kinds of unfilial conduct [and the worst is not to have heirs]” (buxiao 
yousan).'® When my wife’s youth expires, it will be impossible to have a son. After 
long discussions, we have decided that there is no other alternative: if we insist 
that Xiuliang preserve her chastity (bao gi zhenjie), the whole family will be 
threatened with starvation. The only solution is to get a husband to support a 
husband. 

We have, therefore, consulted a matchmaker, and it has been arranged for Wu 
Jiusheng’s first-born son, Wu Jinwen, to enter our family as an uxorilocal hus- 
band (dengmen jinzhui), and he [and Xiuliang] will become husband and wife 
(chengwei fuqi). We have, on this day, agreed that there will be no bride price, but 
that Wu Jinwen should provide the family with 20 yuan a month to cover ex- 
penses. Regardless of how many sons and grandsons Wu and Xiuliang may have, 
they will be heirs to the Wang family as well as to the Wu family. 

Both parties have reached this agreement voluntarily and without regret. Since 
spoken words alone are unreliable, 1 hereby establish this contract for getting a 
husband to support a husband, which can be presented as proof of our agreement. 
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Dated Tongzhi 8.3.?, and signed with marks of husband Wang Yunfa, the 
matchmaker, the scribe, and two witnesses." 


The agreement documented by this contract closely resembles those described 
by Report on an Investigation of Popular Customs as being customary in several 
mainland provinces. In both sources, we find the same basic vocabulary, in- 
cluding the ubiquitous “zhaofu yangfu,” which appears to have been used 
everywhere from Taiwan to Gansu. 

The Taiwan contract is written in the voice of the first husband, and it be- 
gins with a narration of hardship that justifies the unorthodox transaction as 
a last resort undertaken with regret; in both respect 


(“adopted 


Contracts for widow remarriage also justify themselves 
with a preamble of hardship and regret. Such narratives of woe have a formu- 
laic quality, but all the a tnee eset that no one was Bee of the kinds 


of transactions documented by these contracts.’ 
“tiles, en iol soxety ace thor example, wie sang 
widow remarriage during the mourning period, and “getting a husband to 


support a husband.” 

The editors of the Taiwan survey and several contributors in Report on an 
Investigation of Popular Customs point out that “getting a husband to support 
a husband” was a form of uxorilocal marriage, in that the new husband would 
be incorporated into his wife’s family. It specifically resembled uxorilocal re- 
marriage of a widow, who (with permission of in-laws from her first mar- 
riage) might “bring in” (zhao) a second husband without changing her sur- 
name or surrendering her place in her first husband’s household. The latter 
practice was called “zhaofu yangzi” (getting a husband to support one’s sons), 
“zhaofu yanglao” (getting a husband for old-age support), and other similar 


by extension, their respective lineages’ 
Practice apparently varied quite a bit—and the matter was especially impor- 
tant where contracts set a time limit on the arrangement, meaning that even- 
tually the second husband would leave the couple’s family. Report on an Inves- 
tigation of Popular Customs cites limits of anywhere from three to ten years in 
various counties. In Gutian County, Fujian, these relationships were generally 
limited to a decade: 


Any sons born within the ten years go to the second husband for him to raise. 
There are also some first husbands who lack sons, who stipulate that the first son 
born during the ten-year period will go to the second husband, but that any sub- 
sequent sons must become successors to the first husband himself.22 
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This focus on progeny t indicates BET was more at stake in sees formally 


urTc no’ of the formally negotiated 
contracts aecaibed in Penort on an lavesivatian of Popular Customs make 
clear that the second man was entitled to at least one of any sons produced by 
the polyandrous relationship. In effect, the wife would function as a surrogate 
mother, enabling the outside male to secure his own line of descent. 

We are reminded of a related form of surrogate motherhood—namely, a 
husband’s “conditional sale” (dian) of his wife to a creditor. The latter (typi- 
cally a man whose own wife had failed to have children, but who could not af- 
ford to buy a concubine outright) would lend a sum of money to the husband; 
in exchange, the borrower’s wife would share the creditor’s bed for the dura- 
tion of the loan, and any children she bore during that time would become the 
creditor’s to keep. After the principal of the loan was repaid—her sexual and 
reproductive services having constituted the interest—she would return to her 
d, and the conditional relationship would be terminated.”* 


e contrac 


he same provision is reporte 
no issue, then sons born to the second husband may serve as successors to the 
first husband as well.””‘ In this way, the outside male served as a surrogate father 
to continue the first husband’s line of descent, as well as his own. 
In many places, the polyandry contract might be verbal, instead of written, 
but in other respects the arrangements appear to be identical. In Gansu, for 
example, 


If a man takes a wife, but later on he grows old and weak, suffers from severe ill- 
ness, or becomes impoverished, so that he cannot make a living, then with his 
permission his wife can go through a matchmaker to bring a second man into 
their household as a husband (zhao zhi qi jia wei fu); this second husband will 
take responsibility for all the needs of the household. The two sides will strike a 
verbal contract (koutou qiyue) to settle questions such as which husband will get 
[as successors] any children who are born.”° 


In Qing legal cases, it is not always clear if the terms of an agreement were 
written down. Verbal contracts do seem to have been far more common than 
written ones, although the balance may have shifted by the twentieth century, 
when the surveys were conducted. 
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Two Examples of Formal Negotiation of Polyandry 


We find an example of the open, formal negotiation of polyandry in a case 
from Shaanxi, in which a poor family contracted consecutive relationships 
with two different outside males; the record provides a detailed account of 
how the second relationship was negotiated. “Old Wang” (fifty-one) and his 
wife Wen Shi (thirty-one) were originally from Pucheng County, but in 1748 
they fled famine with their young son and made their way to Yijun County 
(about seventy-five kilometers to the northwest). Wang found work as a ca- 
sual laborer, but he soon came down with tuberculosis and could no longer 
make a living. The couple coped by allying with an immigrant laborer named 
Li Wer’ge: they moved in with Li and “ate from the same hearth” (hecuan chi- 
fan), in exchange for which Wen Shi slept with him. This relationship contin- 
ued for about a year, and it ended only when Li decided to return home to 
Shanxi, leaving the couple with no means of support. 

At this point, another immigrant laborer named Hei Jing noticed their dif- 
ficulty. Hei was a widower from Yichuan County (about 150 kilometers to the 
northeast) who had no children and could not afford to remarry, and it oc- 
curred to him that “it would be less complicated and expensive just to contract 
a relationship (bao) with Old Wang’s wife.” He sent a mutual acquaintance 
to propose that he replace Li Wen’ge as the couple’s patron, and they agreed. 
Hei then asked the village head to act as “matchmaker” (mei) to negotiate the 


as she later 
testified, Wang “agreed to use me to bring in Hei Jing as husband” (jiang ming 
ba xiaofuren zhao Hei Jing wei fu). The family moved in with Hei Jing, Wen Shi 
began sharing his bed, and they all “ate together as one family” (tongjia chi- 
fan). In her testimony, Wen Shi referred to this relationship ae 
band to support a husband” (zhaofu yangfu). 

The parties to this transaction clearly understood it as a form of marriage, 

in which (to use their terms) an outside male was “brought into” the family 

as a “husband.” An interesting detail is the second husband’s promise to se- 
cure his predecessor’s line of descent, by raising that man’s son and eventu- 

ally providing him with a wife. This provision resembles the surrogate fa- 
therhood included in the Taiwan contract; it also resembles a common 
feature of widow remarriage, in which the deceased husband’s son would ac- 
company the widow into her new marriage, with guarantees of being raised 

to maturity and married, without being forced to take the second husband’s 
surname. 
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ity. The formal elements include the use of a go-between to make the ini- 
tial proposal, the engagement of a respected person of authority as match- 
maker to negotiate and witness the terms, and the ritualized presentation of a 
gift to the first husband, to signify the second husband’s assumption of re- 
sponsibility for his welfare. This case record does not specify whether the con- 
tract was written down, but either way, there is no questioning its formality or 
openness—indeed, the record suggests no sense of stigma on the part of ei- 
ther the couple or the outside male in this case.?” 

A case from Zhejiang reported in 1753 illustrates the use of a written con- 
tract for polyandry. Ma Shiyin (forty-five), Lin Shi (thirty-one), and their son 
Ma Ake (eight) were poor landless peasants from Yongjia County in south- 
eastern Zhejiang; poverty had driven them from home, and they ended up 
begging and sleeping in empty temples. Ma had acquired some sort of chronic 
illness, and they were having serious difficulty getting by. 

Just after the new year of 1753 they fell in with an itinerant fortune-teller, 
Mao Yuanfu (thirty-four), who had saved up several taels and was hoping to 
marry. Mao lent the family some money to buy rice, and they began migrat- 
ing together and sharing meals. After two months, Ma proposed to formalize 
their relationship, yielding his wife to Mao in exchange for a promise of con- 
tinuing support. Mao agreed, and while Lin Shi at first refused to cooperate, 
she soon conceded that they had no good alternative. Ma engaged a man they 
met on the road to write a “marriage contract for getting a husband to sup- 
port a husband” (zhaofu yangfu de hunyue) and gave this document to Mao; 
that night, Lin Shi began sleeping with Mao, and the couple instructed their 
young son to address Mao as “uncle” (shushu). From this time on, Mao cov- 
ered all their expenses. In testimony, witnesses referred to this arrangement as 
“zhaofu yangfu” (getting a husband to support a husband), “zhaofu yangbing” 
(getting a husband to support an invalid [husband]), “zhaozhui yangbing” 
(getting an uxorilocal husband to support an invalid [husband]), and other 
similar terms. 

In another six months, however, Mao had used up his savings, and Ma’s ill- 
ness had greatly improved. Ma began to talk about taking his wife back home 
to Yongjia County and settling back into their old life, but Mao objected ve- 
hemently: “You already used Lin Shi to bring me into your family (ni yi ba Lin 
Shi zhao le wo)—how can you say you're going to take her back?” Lin Shi told 
her husband privately that it would be impossible for them to leave Mao un- 
less they could retract One day, when Mao was out 
telling fortunes n he next day, 
Ma informed owing morning 
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for home. Mao angrily retorted, “You already ‘zhao’ed’ your wife to me (ni qizi 
zhao yu wo le), and | have a marriage contract to prove it, so if you want to 
take her back you should come up with the money to redeem (shi) her!” 
(Note here the use of zhao as a transitive verb with the wife as its object, as 
shorthand for “contracted your wife to me in a getting a husband to support 
a husband relationship.”) Mao then tried to prexilice the contract in order to 
cite its terms, discovered it we i 


stolen it 7 


Stigma and Loss of Face 


The openness and formality of such contractual arrangements imply a high 
degree of social acceptability and even accountability—why else have wit- 
nesses and a contract? Some of the commentary in Report on an Investigation 
of Popular Customs confirms this implication, despite the condescending and 
disapproving tone of the compilers. In Gansu, for example, we learn that “the 
first husband’s relatives never interfere in these arrangements, and there is no 
social stigma attached to them whatsoever (shehui shang yi jue bu yiwei 
kechi)?*° 

But the evidence from legal cases is mixed, and we find many examples of 
significant stigma and shame (gossip and ridicule being the most common). 


i extra There are also ex- 
amples in which chs husband or stlier fant members try to maintain a cer- 
tain deniability by never openly acknowledging what is going on, although 
they know about it. Not infrequently, the crisis that produces a legal record oc- 
curs precisely because the husband can no longer face ridicule about his do- 
mestic arrangements and tries to break his family’s connection with the sec- 
ond male. 

The following case—from Gansu, it happens—illustrates the paradoxical 
quality of polyandry as a widespread, well-known, and formally contracted al- 
liance that many people were ashamed of all the same. In some ways its story 
parallels the last case. In 1735, the harvest failed in Guyuan Subprefecture, 
Gansu, and by the New Year, peasant Ha Qijun (fifty-seven*’) and his family 
had begun to starve. Ha and his wife, Zhang Shi (fifty), decided to head south 
to Fengxiang Prefecture in Shaanxi, about a hundred kilometers away, where 
they hoped to find work and food; the couple’s son (thirteen) and adopted 
daughter-in-law (seven) went with them. 
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After a day’s walk, the family stopped at a Guan Di Temple to shelter for the 
night and beg for food. There they encountered a teacher named Ye Ce (forty- 
eight), who worked at the temple; Ha knew him slightly from a previous visit 
during another famine many years before. Ye Ce was an immigrant from Wu- 
gong County in Shaanxi. He was not a typical “bare stick,” in that he was lit- 
erate enough to market himself as a teacher and had saved up a little money; 
even so, he had no wife or family and certainly could not be called prosperous 
by any ordinary standard. But prosperity is a relative concept, and Ha Qijun 
decided to approach him. According to Ye Ce’s testimony, Ha told him, 
“Teacher, you have no family of your own; how would it be if | used my wife 
to bring you into my family, so we could all get by together? (ba wo laopo 
zhaole ni, women yi tong guo rizi).’ Ha agreed, but it was not easy to persuade 
Ha’s wife. Zhang Shi testified: 


My husband told me, “There's a teacher named Ye, I know him from before, and 
he has money... .1 have it in mind to use you to bring him in and have him sup- 
port our family so that we can survive (ba ni zhaole ta yanghuo women yijia),” 
When I heard this talk I rebuked him, saying “I’m already old, and our son is al- 
ready grown up, how could I do such a thing?” 


Zhang Shi and her husband argued for four days until she finally gave in: 


My husband said, “If we lose this man, and don’t bring him into our family, then 
who else are we going to find who can help us? I’ve already acknowledged him 
as family (ren ta zuo qinqi), and there’s no one who will know what's going on. 
If you don’t obey me, then I'll die here, | refuse to go on!” 


Once the problem of immediate survival was solved, Ha became concerned 
that word of their new arrangement might spread back home, which was only 
a day away. So he insisted that Ye join them in walking to Shaanxi. They ended 
up some two hundred kilometers from home in Jun County, where Ye found 
work as a teacher and supported the family; they told neighbors that Ye was 
Zha i’s brother, everyone in the Ha family called him “Uncle Ye” (Ye shu), 
an 
arrangement continued for about two years. 

One day Ha Qijun and Zhang Shi heard that the famine in Gansu had 
ended, and they insisted on returning home. After some argument Ye agreed, 
but when they neared home, Ha told him they no longer wanted his company. 
Incensed, Ye Ce murdered him and then forced Zhang Shi to accompany him 
back to Shaanxi as his own wife. 

Two points are crystal clear. As in our other cases, everyone who testified in 
the case was clearly familiar with polyandry and used a consistent vocabulary 
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to characterize it (“bringing in”/zhao a second man to “support”/yang the 

family). Nevertheless, this couple found the relationship shameful—hence 

Zhang Shi’s reluctance, Ha’s anxiety about public exposure, their effort to use 
ws) kinship of one kind (“Uncle Ye”) to conceal another (polyandry), and the fatal 
we t to sever relations. 
qo! 


rejecting Ye, Ha had reneged on what had been stipulated as a permanent 
arrangement. According to Ye Ce, “That day he also said that since he was al- 
ready old, after he died, his wife would be mine. Only then did I agree to hand 
over the money I had saved.” Ye Ce obviously did not see himself as some sort 
of customer, to be rejected when his patronage was no longer wanted. On the 
contrary, Ye saw himself as part of a family: “I had joined his family by mar- 
rying his wife (zhao zhei furen) and had supported the entire family for two 
years—but now he was going back home and wanted to get rid of me! So I 
decided to kill him instead.” He clearly did not share the couple’s shame 
about their relationship.*! 

To reiterate, we must remember that legal cases record only relationships 
that ended in serious trouble, so they may give us an exaggerated impression 
of the impact of stigma and shame. Also, there are plenty of cases in which 
couples seem quite open about their arrangements and simply do not care 
what the community thinks. Attitudes may vary within families, too. Often the 
husband and his relatives seem more worried about losing face than the 
woman herself: chastity seems to bother them a lot more than it 


titude of the community varies, too, but 
found in the case records i 


a pretty good idea what is going on, but it is never explicitly confirmed, and 
despite gossip, no one in ; 
Ee 


Polyandry within Sworn Brotherhood 


ontract for “getting a husband to support a husband. 


ie wile IS < ono WS tionship with 
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For example, in a 1750 case from Tangyi County, Shandong, a peasant 
named Ding Bi (thirty-two) pledged brotherhood (bai xiongdi) with Yuan 
Congren (forty-eight) out of gratitude, because Yuan had helped him finan- 
cially during an illness. Yuan was a single migrant who worked as a casual la- 
borer. Ding Bi had no money to repay Yuan and felt acutely his inability to re- 
ward the other man’s charity. But Ding did have a wife, and, as Yuan later 
testified, 


I told him, like it was a joke, “I don’t want any reward from you. But we broth- 
ers are very close friends: if we share your wife, it will show that we're really close 
to one another! (ni de xifu dajia huozhe, zhe cai shi xianghao le).” At first, Ding Bi 
wouldn’t agree, but I often gave him a few hundred cash to spend, and when I 
got the chance, I would ask him again [to let me sleep with her], so finally he 
agreed. 


Material interests definitely played a role here, but more important, it seems, 
was Ding’s genuine gratitude toward the other man—Ding seems to have 
agreed with Yuan’s suggestion that true friendship meant sharing everything, 
even a wife. Eventually, the couple ended up living with Yuan and farming to- 
gether in another village, after Ding Bi’s uncle (shamed by their unorthodox 
relationship with Yuan) forced them to leave home.” 


For example, Zhu Gan 
(thirty-two) and his wife Liu Shi (twenty-nine) were peasants in He Subpre- 
fecture, Sichuan; they had no land, and Zhu worked as a casual laborer. They 
had two small children (a third had already died), and the family was too big 
for Zhu to feed on his own. In 1740, Zhu got to know Wang Hu (thirty-four), 
a single migrant from Guizhou who did odd jobs as an agricultural laborer, as 
a musician in funerals, and occasionally as a peddler. When Zhu saw that 
Wang had ready cash, he proposed that they swear brotherhood. Wang later 
recalled, “I was on my own, far from home, and it was a good idea to have a 
friend. So we pledged and became brothers (rencheng xiongdi).” 

That winter, Zhu borrowed three taels from Wang Hu to buy food. Zhu 
knew that he could not repay the loan, so he invited Wang to spend the night 
and sent Liu Shi to his bed. At first Wang was alarmed, but after she explained 
that this was her husband’s way to repay the debt, he relaxed and they had sex. 
Thereafter, Wang would work at various jobs and when finished would come 
stay with the couple, turning his pay over to them and sharing Liu Shi’s bed. 
In this way, he became part of the family; as several witnesses testified, “They 
did not distinguish between inner and outer” (bu fen nei wai). 

Zhu Gan’s older brother Zhu Ming observed Wang Hu living with the cou- 
ple, and he was not happy. Zhu Ming later testified, 
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I asked my brother, “Who is this guy? Why do you let him sleep over at your 
house, and let him come and go as he pleases, without distinguishing inner from 
outer (bufen ge nei wai)?” My brother said, “His name is Wang Hu, he’s from 
Zunyi, and he’s my good brother who's pledged brotherhood with me (tong wo 
jieyi de hao xiongdi). So there’s no need to treat him as an outsider (meiyou fen 
shenme nei wai de). 


After six months, Wang persuaded the couple to move about a hundred kilo- 
meters west to Anle County, where they lived together and worked on land be- 
longing to a distant relative of his.*° 

The exchange between Zhu Gan and his brother is remarkable. Zhu Ming 
clearly knew what was going on, and Zhu Gan did not deny it. Instead, he jus- 
tified it in terms of sworn brotherhood: as Yuan Congren asserted in the last 
case, sworn brothers need no boundaries, because they share everything. 

The prominence of chosen kinship here points to the fundamental defini- 
tion of the family-household unit (jia) in Chinese society as a group of peo- 
ple who live together, pool resources, and eat from the same hearth. (Thus, 
household division between brothers traditionally culminated in a final ritual 
meal together, followed by the establishment of a separate cooking hearth by 
each sister-in-law for her own newly separate household.**) Usually these fac- 
tors coincided with the traditional kinship connections of blood and mar- 
riage, but they a eem to have helped define kinship.*? From this point of 
view, lyand lations h 


bonds of mutual trust and dependence. Pierre Bourdieu argues that kinship 

See TE ction” rather than an automatic, 
natural result of bloodlines.*® The function of chosen kinship in Chinese 
polyandry is a prime example of what he means. 


Poverty as a Motive for Polyandry 


t 
£24 The principal motive fo couples to ert an ots male was poverty Even 
se in cases where the wife’s adultery preceded the economic support and was 


motivated by passion (the archives contain many examples of this scenario), 
these were invariabl 


as sometimes compounded by an illness or 
disability that prevented the husband from working, so that the family felt 
compelled to seek the help of another man. Report on an Investigation of Pop- 
ular Customs confirms this pattern. In Hubei, for example, “a woman whose 
husband is handicapped, so that he cannot make a living, will be allowed to 
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bring in a second husband to support the first (Jingzhao yi houfu, yi fuyang 
qianfu).’*” Polyandry’s incidence and regional distribution probably corre- 
lated with those of poverty. 

Poverty distinguishes the 


an get pregnant Ry so often (polygyny would tend 
to have the Spee ee baad ee tant rer benefit was reinforced by 


at the fortunes of a peasant family would change in a cyclical pat- 
tern, depending on the ages of family members and the ratio of laborers to 


1 Sometimes there were elderly dependents as well as children.” 

Of course, the rogue males who typically allied with these families were 
poor, too. But a single man had to feed only himself, so it was often possible 
for him to earn a little extra, as long as he could find work. Most of these men 
were simple peasants or laborers, but some had special skills by which they 
could earn a humble living: Qing case records include storytellers, fortune- 
tellers, thieves, carpenters, musicians, many peddlers and clergy, and even 
teachers. 

In some cases, the single man was simply the one with the wits and the ini- 
tiative to keep the family fed. For example, in 1745 the governor general of 
Zhili reported a case of “one wife with two husbands” (yifu liangfu), in which 
a “propertyless single man” (guangshen Han) named Zhang Liang had em- 
ployed a variety of means to support a peasant couple and their two children 
for over a decade. When husband Dong Si (from Xingtai County) first invited 
Zhang Liang to share his wife, Zhang Shi, in exchange for supporting the 
family, Zhang Liang was working as a casual laborer; after he moved in with 
the family, he managed to get together enough cash to start a little business 
peddling cooked food, which the three adults worked at together. Several 
years later, when they ran short on funds, Zhang fed them by means of 
theft—eventually being beaten and tattooed for that crime—and later on, he 
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supported the family for another year or two by peddling tobacco. Finally, he 
arranged for the entire family to move to a busy market town in Yongnian 
County (at the southern end of the province), where they again peddled food 
and Zhang also did odd jobs on the side. (The whole family adopted the sur- 
name Zhang, and Dong pretended to be Zhang Liang’s brother). Zhang Liang 
may have been a classic “bare stick,” but he was also a tenacious entrepre- 
neur.” 


and female carin 


How poor was “poor”? In some cases, families clearly faced starvation or at 
best the prospect of breaking up in order to survive (with the husband selling 
off his wife and children, one by one). Here 


ompletely missed by the sanctimonious moralizing of dynastic officials and 
modern survey investigators alike. In other cases, the situation was not nearly 
so dire, but couples were still poor enough to welcome the support a second 
man could provide. 


Polyandry and the Chinese Marriage System 


When I first encountered in Qing legal cases the kinds of practices described 
in this chapter, I had no idea what to make of them. They certainly did not fit 
my image of “Chinese marriage.” I knew that among the wealthy, polygyny 
was the rule: a main wife (qi), of the same social background as her husband, 
would be supplemented by concubines (qie) and maidservants (bi) purchased 
from less well-off families. Among the broad majority of peasants, however, 
monogamy prevailed (although there was considerable variation and flexibil- 
ity within that overall pattern).* 


olds.” Among ar prosperous 
families, daughters were more or less sold for bride-price, although this cash 
transaction would be masked as much as possible—“misrecognized,” to use 
Bourdieu’s term—by face-saving gestures. I also knew that there were many 
surplus males at the bottom of society with no wives at all, but I had no idea 
how Ey got along. 
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I refer to 


was practiced bya significant s section of the poor. By 


r} oporti nd de ity. The Ss ieme of these 
diverse strategies is the naked tnsrraniatitalier by which a wife slept with one 
or more men other than her husband, with his approval, in order to help sup- 
port her family. 
The reason that dowry was such a potent status symbol in Late Imperial 
Chinas is that most fi | 


unlike ie great raidiotity The same logic applies to wulow chastity aad perhaps 
to foot binding. These were strategies to transform material capital into sym- 
bolic capital, and their utility as status symbols depended on remaining out of 
reach for the poor majority. 

Among the poor, all marriage was instrumental to a high degree: basically, 
daughters were sold into marriage by their parents, and any endowment (di- 
rect or indirect) was trivial in material value, perhaps no more than a few 
small items to save face. This instrumentality is also obvious when one con- 
siders several variations of marriage that were common among the poor: 


ia in which the fis Nasbarid tyisically would be compen- 
stad by the woman’s natal family out of the new bride-price paid by a second 
husband), an (i.e., the direct sale of a wife by one husband to an- 
other), In fraudulent wife sale (a common variant, in which the wife usually 
posed as a remarrying widow), it was nigh impossible for the buyer to discover 
the fraud unless the woman told him the oath, tar the pataple reason that such 
a transaction appei enticé é 


straightforward cash transactions.” 
The spectrum of polyandrous practice depended on what Qing officials saw 
as the sexual promiscuity of a relatively small number of women with a much 
larger number of men: it was an ironic mirror image of the female chastity 
that underpinned the polygyny enjoyed as a status symbol by elite males. To 
the official mind, this was sexual anarchy, a dangerous trend with politically 
subversive implications." It was this perspective that misrecognized custom as 
crime, polyandry as adultery, and survival strategies as sensual license. 
But—some may protest—if this behavior was illegal and frowned upon, 
how can it be considered a part of traditional Chinese custom? This objection 
only begs another, more fundamental, question: What counts as “custom,” and 
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> who gets to decide: Glee nnn Io NENINEI especially in the 


Chinese language; it impli ich lies a power 
structure. Therefore, while delayed transfer marriage may have een the dom- 
~ inant norm in much of the Pearl River Delta, local g ge 
practice and Qing officials tried to suppress it outright." 


More fundamentally, the celebration of female chastity combined with legal 
protection of polygyny was an ideological program that protected the inter- 
ests and privileges of elite men. When a rich man who already had a wife 
bought another woman to be his concubine, the practice counted as “mar- 
riage”; but when a poor woman with her husband’s approval contracted a ux- 
orilocal marriage with a second man, that counted as “adultery.” 

Because “custom” has a positive connotation, people may resist applying 
this label to practices, however widespread, of which they are ashamed. In 
some Taiwan villages, “minor” marriage was the universal practice, yet vil- 
lagers, when asked about “Chinese marriage” by a Western anthropologist, 
would invariably describe the “major” form, even though none of them prac- 
ticed it themselves.” Of course, prostitution never counts as custom, even 


itous and known to all. 
but in weighing its significance, we 
should bear in mind, riages were polyeynous aaa 
Naini aumonsmisnathsapeniry, who have been estimated to comprise 
less than 2 percent of the Qing population. In a study of twenty-three South 
China genealogies, Liu Ts’ui-jung has estimated that, on average, only 3.7 per- 
cent of married women were concubines/qie (i.e., the rest were main wives/ 
qi)."* Since a rich man might have more than one concubine, it is safe to as- 
sume that less than 3.7 percent of the men in these lineages had concubines. 
The percentage of Qing dynasty men who never married was certainly far 
higher than that—and it seems likely that many “bare sticks” were never 
recorded in any lineage genealogy. 

But surely no one would argue that concubinage is trivial to our under- 
standing of Chinese marriage; on the contrary, polygyny has usually been 
seen as paradigmatic and has consequently received a degree of scholarly at- 
tention far out of proportion to its actual incidence. If polygyny was para- 
digmatic of Chinese marriage, then so was polyandry—and I would guess 

was by far the more common of the two practices. In fact, 
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Polyandry was part of a larger field of practice in which people who could 
not buy into the normative pattern of marriage and family, because of poverty 
: ‘s, would bond with others of similar condi anis in a var i of 


illicit by the state comiinell with coresidence, resource pooling, emotional 
bonds, and chosen kinship. Unorthodox households may have been illegal 
and stigmatized, but they nevertheless constituted a basic and very widespread 
part of Qing social practice.” 


Marriage and Prostitution 


From the standpoint of 


a a secluded wife—a deer separation of nei nee wai—while prostitution im- 
plied the untrammeled promiscuity of a public woman. This basic distinction 
was vital to elite status and lifestyle as well as imperial ideology throughout 
the Ming-Qing period. 

But if we survey the Chinese marriage system from the bottom of the so- 
cioeconomic scale, that distinction cannot be sustained. On the contrary, we 
learn that sex work in one form or another might even play a decisive role in 
the preservation of marriage and family. In poverty-driven polyandry, the dis- 
tinction between marriage and sex work collapses, as a wife exchanges her sex- 
ual and other domestic labor with one or more outside males, with her hus- 
band’s approval, in order to help maintain her family. This collapse of 
boundaries requires us to rethink marriage and kinship in Late Imperial 
China. If we look at the Chinese marriage system from the bottom up, then it 
suddenly makes sense, because polyandry falls into place as the necessary third 
piece of the puzzle, alongside the polygyny of the elite and the monogamy of 
the middling peasantry. If we define kinship as strategic practice, then we can 
account for the many chosen relationships of people who found it necessary 
to seek alliances outside the normative family system in order to survive. This 
reconsideration does not mean we should glamorize the often sordid and des- 
perate lives of the Qing dynasty poor. But it does require us to get past elite 
norms and judicial categories, to understand why these people behaved as 
they did and how they understood their own behavior, 


one means by which 
conomic problems that 
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arger forces, we find the case examples described 


4 in this chapter. 

What changed over time? It may be impossible to answer with much cer- 
tainty, but we can speculate. It seems likely that the three interrelated prob- 
lems that framed polyandry were all getting worse over time—that is, they 
were affecting a growing number and probably a growing proportion of peo- 
ple, from the mid-Qing on, (For example, even if we assume that the percent- 
age of “bare sticks” in the overall population held steady from 1700 to 1900, 
the absolute numbers of such men would have more than tripled during that 
time.) If that is correct, then it seems reasonable to guess that the incidence of 
polyandry and related practices would have increased as well. 

In Report on an Investigation of Popular Customs, the section on Gansu con- 
tains a remarkable flash of insight: 


According to our investigation, this evil custom [of “getting a husband to sup- 
port a husband” | exists almost everywhere in the province (ji yu quansheng 
jieran). It seems likely, therefore, that to enforce the law and prohibit this custom 
would pose an immediate threat to the survival of a very large population.” 


This frank statement cuts through all the moralizing iets sie to the 
heart of the matter. | response that k 


One might even read it as a harbinger of their collapse. 
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The Virtue of Travel for Women 
in the Late Empire 


Susan Mann 


mn ( ’ for n.' Often, men sopuried’ in the company 
of wives, daughters, aid | daughters in-law,’ and often it was far from home 


hese journeys y families in motion continu- 
atial boundaries marking off the domestic realm (nei) where 

women were supposed to preside. When in the spring of 184 
Geet off from the city of Wuchang on a small riverboat bound for the east- 
ern coast of Jiangsu province, she was embarking on a journey whose moral 
contours were well defined. Her travel diary, later published by her younger 
brother and translated in full here, is in some ways unique. Wanying’s hus- 
band, an uxorilocally married man, died far from his own native place though 
well ensconced in the household of his wife.‘ Her search for a resting place for 
his body reads like a pilgrim’s progress: a record that encodes and inscribes her 
wifely virtue while reiterating her distinctive place as a woman whose charge 
is home and family. To place that record in its cultural context, we must first 
understand the concerns about women’s travel that occupied scholarly men 
during Wanying’s lifetime. 


a 
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Late Imperial Debates about Women in Motion 


Writings about women’s travel in the late empire display conflicting worries. 
On the one hand, women were supposed to stay home. The ideal of the 
woman who is “still” (jig) or quiescent, who doesn’t “move about,” was a 
powerful trope in representations of the late imperial “cultivated woman” or 
guixiu. The jing ideal was traced to the Book of Odes (Shijing), where it was a 
read as a metaphor for sexual purity.° As Wang Duanshu (1621—c. 1706) put 
it in a preface to her anthology of poetry and criticism, Mingyuan shiwei: “The 
entire Book of Odes has its source in the poem about the ‘pure and secluded 
girl’; the Airs of the States were chosen from among the songs of ‘wandering 
girls. By reading those poems, we learn to distinguish between pure and deca- 
dent mores, and vividly to bring to mind whatever is sagely and good.”° 

At the height of the eighteenth-century classical revival, quiescent or clois- 
tered women were celebrated by conservative commentators, notably Zhang 
Xuecheng, who drew a derisive contrast between the guixiu ideal and the no- 
torious ladies in Yuan Mei’s circle of female poets. At the heart of the dispute 
between Zhang and Yuan over womanly ideals was the contradiction em- 
bodied in the woman writer, who by the very act of writing violated the clas- 
sical injunction that “a woman’s words should not pass beyond the inner 
apartments into the world outside” (neiyan buchu menwai).’? Women’s com- 
mitment to their honor as embodied and concealed within the home is a dra- 
matic theme in all kinds of stories, from tales in Liu Xiang’s Han classic Bi- 
ographies of Women (Lienii zhuan) to stories of the fall of the Ming. Records 
of women’s suicide during periods of invasion or social unrest—and operas 
like Peach Blossom Spring celebrating women’s suicide—continually re- 
minded women that when armies come and men flee, it is the women left be- 
hind who will stand firm and die at home. The Biographies of Women epito- 
mized those virtues in the story of a king’s wife who drowned in a flood 
rather than trust the man her husband sent to rescue her. Such tales of virtue 
were sometimes ridiculed by late imperial writers, who considered them ex- 
amples of “propriety taken too far” (guoli).. They nonetheless served to 
dramatize the importance of women’s honor and its association with clois- 
tering in the home. 

Ideas about womanly virtue may have been firmly anchored in the home, but 
they sparked broad disagreement about the effects of cloistering on women’s 
talent. Some said (this was Zhang Xuecheng’s own view) that women’s writings 
were especially fine precisely because they were not exposed to the moral con- 
tamination of the worldly pleasures and pressures outside the home, For exam- 
ple, contemplating the relationship between women’s place in the home and the 
writing of pure poetry, Zhong Xing (1574-1624) wrote: 
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[T]o achieve all these [ideals of pure poetic expression], no man can do as well 
as a woman. Not burdened with the hustle and bustle of business and travel, with 
nothing but green moss and fragrant trees around her dwelling and no other 
work than tying curtains and burning incense, a woman is in touch with peace 
and elegance. Men must travel to all the corners of the earth in order to know the 
world. When Yu Shiji compiled his Records of Ten Prefectures, for example, he had 
to go and describe mountains and rivers, the various prefectures and counties, 
cities and their surrounding moats before he could draw maps representing 
them, But women never have to do that. They have country villages right on their 
pillows and mountain passes in their dreams, all because they are so pure.? 


Here women’s untrammeled imagination (freed, one may assume, from the 
mind-drying ef! ad of a ie for the examinations) combines wit - 
é to make them consummate writers. 

On the other hand, women’s inability to travel was sometim x 
plain their limited ability in prose or poetry wri! ‘or instance, wondering 
why there were so few women’s poems in the standard collections, Wang 
Pengyun (1848-1904) opined: 


[I]s it more because .. . these women were born and bred in the confines of their 
boudoirs, and voices from the inner chambers could not reach the outside? Is it 
also because . . . they did not have the privilege of traveling to the great moun- 
tains, climbing to the top of the well-known pagodas, or having the occasions to 
expose their talent by engaging in verse exchanges with friends? These must be 
the reasons that there have been so few poems produced by women and that, 
a among those produced, so few are known in the world far and wide.” 


like also worried about th 

The early nineteenth-century anthologist Wanyan 

that the poet Yan Wansi became depressed and eventually died 
because her jealous husband locked her in the house every time he went out.'! 
The poet Hao Feng, whose guining poem is translated here, suffered from self- 
imposed psychological cloistering in her unhappy marriage, which she refused 
to discuss with her own parents to spare their feelings. Luo Qilan, a “disciple” 
of Yuan Mei and one of the most articulate critics of cloistering and its insidi- 
ous effects, wrote, “Confined to their boudoir, Chinese women are extremely 
limited in experienc ri whereby to open up 
their sensibilities, no mountains and rivers to visit and behold whereby to fruc- 
tify their literary propensity.” And so, she declared, “[ After I was widowed| now 
and then I would leave the house and meet with celebrated men of letters north 
and south of the Yangzi River, with whom I would compete in poetry contests 
in order to disprove the unjust charge of plagiarism and to stop the mouths of 

f ignorant people.” 
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To critics of cloistering, travel freed women’s minds and talent, making it 
possible for them to circumvent or loosen the constraints imposed by the 
f the eigh- 


norms of their status and upbringing.' 
teenth century, when classical revival called new attention to Han dynasty 


mph i ie inte! { ye OWN 


; I del fo | writing. Ban Zhao’s rhapsody “Traveling East- 
ward” (Dongzheng fu) chronicles a journey in which she follows her son from 
the capital at Luoyang to his post in Chenliu, about 180 miles to the east. In 
that work, written partly in response to a similar poem by her father titled 
“Traveling Northward,” llud h adi 


dag 
that lo cling to ones nal ‘ ter 


work offered a Or 


ling small nature” (xiaoren huai 
tu).'* Wanyan Yun Zhu was a famous example of an inveterate traveler who 
made her son take her places and who (according to him) planned the routes 
herself to ensure maximum coverage of “famous vistas.”'° Her peregrinations 
are a reminder that women traveled safely and even widely with their sons, 
whose filiality was thereby displayed for all to see—a point not lost on mid- 
ing emperors Kangxi and Qianlong.'® 


‘ 1 Set Ne Peay FS 7 oe sa ers 5 
ge home t rave i] asinviy common tor women alter 


the Ming 
nercis non tion.'? The visual culture of painting “famous 
ein} Scenes” made it possible for cloistered ladies to learn about and contrive to 
gas visit those places themselves, should the opportunity present itself.'® And 
qin, whether they were able to travel or not, female artists painted landscapes at 
iV ceehome, relying on painting manuals and classical models for inspiration." 
Mee Women’s writings often show the unmistakable impact of this kind of travel- 
¥0 er ing in the imagination, or traveling through pictorial images.”” As Wu Xiao 
xe put it, writing in the middle of the seventeenth century: 


os 


Traveling around the five sacred mountains of China or floating on the three 
mountains of the boundless sea is not an activity fit for women, but when | look 


seem far away. Accordingly, | have devoted myself to a Daoist style of life, wear 
simple clothes, and eat vegetarian foods.”! 


Ideas about distant places were also brought home to women by a husband’s 
or brother’s or son’s travels. Elite women’s poems “seeing off” a departing loved 
one and their frequent correspondence—often through poetry—with a so- 
journing male relative display a keen awareness of distance and of the hazards 
of travel. To be sure, most such poems were situated in the boudoir or firmly 
lodged in domestic space. The infamous “balustrade” against which forlorn 
women leaned to search the horizon for an absent loved one is the most hack- 
neyed of the many pieces of domestic architecture used to frame the female 
body in Chinese classical poetry. Poems to a distant man usually stressed not 
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the cosmopolitan knowledge of the writer but her isolation 


(Yuanxing) by the poet Chen Jing of Lou county, Jiangsu:’* 


A gusty wind suddenly blows, as if to uproot the trees. 

In the middle of a sleepless night, I rise to light a candle. 

Wind and rain (passion?) are always with us; 

Small consolation for this lonely person whose heart turns over and over. The wild 
winds blow against me, and I worry about you; 

Where is your slip of a boat moored this evening? 
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Writing about Travel 
In the midst of this debate and conflict over traveling women, we can identi 

o\ aVI hich Sani a lrg part of the time of weet guixiu.”* Poetry clubs 


“7 and casual tea broug mes and gar- 


ae \ dens of other ladies, which they wrote about, as in the Ge eighteenth-century 
f A Shy account of “an excursion with my lady friends to the Li Garden, east of the 
3 _pecity””? or a poem recalling a surprise visit to a friend.° The intimate tone of 
i »& Such verses captures a mood akin to the graceful guixiu notes of thanks or re- 
a gret studied by Yu-Yin Cheng” and anchors them unambiguously in the polite 
and genteel domestic realm. 

A more ambiguous mode of travel for women wa 


CSRS sal evelopinin tf Poems about wandering in the moun- 
tains bring women closer to the world of men’s travels. Liu Shi (1618-1664) 


wrote this in her biography of Wang Wei’s life after becoming a Buddhist 
adept: 


In cotton robe and with a bamboo staff, she traveled all over the Yangzi River re- 
gion and the Chu area. She climbed the Dabie Mountain, looked out from the 
Yellow Crane Pavilion, and scanned the Parrot Isle and many such scenic sites. 
She visited Mount Xuan, scaled Tianzhu Peak, went upstream on the Yangzi 
River to Mount Kuang and Mount Lu, visited the thatched hut of Bo Juyi, and 
had an audience with the Buddhist Master Hanshan on Mount Wuru.?8 
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self as a cultivated devotee of nature: 


Glittering, gilded and bejeweled, precious lotus altars, ‘ 
Open in every beautiful spot amid stream and mountain. I myself delight in losing Gh f 
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myself in this beautiful scenery; % e 
I don’t climb mountains to worship Buddha. we 
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( As it turns out, poems by guixiu about 
pilgrimage (as opposed to poems about homebound devotions such asem- w= 
broidering a sutra or the Bodhisattva Guanyin, or meditating or chanting su- “5” 
tras) seem to be relatively rare. Here is the only one included in Wanyan Yun -&& 
Zhu’s anthology, a decidedly secular piece by Luo Qun titled “Rustic Temple” 
( Ye si)*°: 


as 
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Ancient temple from Qi and Liang covers half the mountain, 
Without a monk to open the door. 

Year upon year the color of spring grass, 

Green creeping onto the altar for chanting sutras. 


Fictional accounts of pilgrimages show why respectable ladies found them 
problematic. In the seventeenth-century satirical novel Xingshi yinyuan 
zhuan, a shrewish and willful wife of a weak and ineffectual husband joins a 
pilgrimage to Mount Tai, only to find herself the only “proper lady” amid a 
crowd of tenant farmers’ wives, hired staff from an official’s compound, and 
“wet nurses from the Meng household or married-off maids from the Keng 
household.”*! It is the ultimate comment on the wife’s lack of virtue that she 
feels right at home in this company. 

ArSUEn some oe sure refrained from visits or si 


By far 


ervasive, respectable, and vaunted travel for wo 
family duty. At marriage women moved out of their natal families, sometimes 
traveling a great distance to the place where a spouse or his father held office. 


A married woma aveling, paying at least one required ritual 


visit to the natal family eac suining) and sometimes many more, de- 
pending on the Tocal custom of her lie of residence.’ a 
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gation that increased and also varied the distance she had to travel to make the 
sug visit. And if her husband died while sojourning. as his widow she es- _ 
c al place in the ancestr; 

Like men’s travel accounts, those of women writers are coded to display 
both their virtue and their learning—they became, to borrow Cynthia 
Brokaw’s words, “vehicles for expressing appropriate emotions.”® In the line 
of duty—following the obligations of a daughter, wife, or mother—upper- 
class women could move about free of scrutiny, though not, as we shall see, 
without risk and deep anxiety. Some of these moves were exhausting, espe- 
cially when an entire household had to pack up and follow a sojourning man. 
Fang Weiyi (1585-1668), writing in a preface to her sister’s collected poetry, 
observed sympathetically that the overburdened Mengshi, who married an of- 
ficial posted as a magistrate, “traveled [with him] far and wide, trekking 
through Beijing, Fujian, the land of Chu, Guangdong, Qingquan [Hunan 
province], and Xunyang | Jiangxi province].’™ The endless literati search for a 
decent job kept countless families on the road, as Mengshi would sadly have 
attested, especially if they lacked land or sufficient funds to maintain a sepa- 
rate residence while the man of the house sojourned to teach, conduct busi- 
hess, or pursue some other genteel occupation. Such laments, however heart- 
felt, were artfully crafted to achieve the most refined expression of wifely 
sentiment, conveying both fidelity and strength: the obligation of a wife to 
“support her husband” (fu fi) under any circumstances. 

Married women might travel alone, or with a child or two, to visit their 
natal families. The “visit home” (guining) was the occasion for writing much 

f the sentimental poetry that fills we iierary anthologies. ‘Two exam- 
ples show the range of expressive soasibiittie presented by this opportunity to 
travel. The first, titled simply “Guining,” is by the Shandong poet Hao Feng:*® 


A daughter travels far from her loving mother 
But once each year she may return, 

My brothers, delighted, all ask how I am, 

My sisters, happy, all greet me at the door. 
Together we enter the old house, 

Sit in a circle and talk of what has happened while we were apart. 
My mother takes my hand and asks 

Why have you grown so thin? 

I remember the last time I left her, 

She was ill, and her condition is still unstable. 
My thinness arouses her concern, 

I start to weep, then stop myself. 

If my mother is at peace, then I will be too. 

[ must not wound her with my own loneliness. 
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My little problems with hunger and cold, 
I dare not speak in my mother’s hearing. 


Here the shock of encountering a beloved daughter after a long separation can 
be expressed in a poem where other voices are silenced. 

In a more sentimental and artful vein is a guining poem by Pan Zhengxin, 
the younger sister of Pan Suxin (Xubai), written to rhyme with a poem on the 
same theme by her elder sister. Notice how the poet takes care to annotate the 
reasons for travel alluded to in the poem:°° 


“Rhyme on ‘Returning for a Visit Home, Composed in Harmony with My Elder 
Sister, Xubai” 

Since the time we were young nestlings together 

We swallows have flown off to our separate houses. 

From Wu down to Yue 

Poet’s note: this refers to the fact that Suxin married into a Hangzhou family 
From the center of the earth to the margins of the heavens 

Poet’s note: i.e., from the capital, Beijing, to the far southwest, Yunnan 
Though we were able to communicate through letters, 

Letters cannot compare to traveling the distance in person. 

So at last today when we finally meet, 

Sorrow and joy mix and sharpen each other! 

At our old home, with you in your brightly decorated carriage, 

When they beat the gong to signal your departure, 

Everyone hailed the high position of your husband 

Poet’s note: your husband had been appointed an inspector of education in Fujian and 
you were to accompany him to his post 

But I could think only of your new poems, 

Your sure hand with no trace of femininity. 

All your life you've been faithful to your filial duties. 

Approaching the trail back over the mountains, we grow more and more 


agitated. pa 


At midnight I shall board the boat slowly. gist 
é 
Zhong Huiling’s study of what she calls“ SEL of home" (sigui) poems by Pas u 


"Ked tc 


ae a sigui poem pscomest the occasion for regretting that one is not a man, as 
in Xi Peilan’s anguished verse lamenting that she cannot be with her mother to 
mourn her late father.** Writing sigui, the poet remarks on the difference be- 
tween her own will and the will of the larger social order; composing a “poem 
about a thing,” another compares her life to the fate of the floating willow 
catkin, utterly subject to currents beyond her control.’ In other words, as 


sively with women and women’s experience. In the conclusion of this chapter, 
we shall return to the problem of imagination and travel. 


Family Travel in the Nineteenth Century: The Case of Zhang Wanying 


t ‘ native place for buria ‘ 
man) 1 

2 though wives were not specifically charged with this duty, the record of Zhang 
oat oy) Wanying’s journey with her husband’s body, translated here, shows that at 


daughters of Zhang 
Qi, one of the founders of a school of song lyric writing named after the fam- 
ily’s native place of Changzhou, Jiangsu. Her younger brother (her father’s 
only surviving son) Zhongyuan (Yuesun) was her lifelong confidant and, at 
the time of her husband’s death, the head of the household in which she lived, 
since her marriage to Wang Xi was an uxorilocal one. She was the mother of 
four sons and four daughters; the eldest son and three of her daughters play a 
role in the story we are about to hear. 


“Record of a homeward journey south” (Nangui jicheng) 

by Zhang Wanying" 

In the dingwei year of the Daoguang era, second month, 27th day |April 12, 
1847], I took my deceased husband’s body from Wuchang back to his native place 
for burial. With me I took my eldest son Chenbi and my nephew Chenyang, leaving 
behind in our Wuchang quarters my other three sons, Chenliang, Chenjin, and 
Chenkai, four daughters, Caipin, Caifan, Caizao, and Cailii, and the concubine 
Zhou {birth mother of the three sons left behind]. At the time my eldest sister 
Mengti was about to return to the capital [to rejoin her husband]. Learning that 
there were bandits about in Shandong and Henan, she changed her plans to go by 
the Yangzi as far as Jingkou [i.e., Zhenjiang, the point where the Grand Canal and 
the Yangzi River meet], then travel northward from there to the point where the Yel- 
low River and the Huai River enter the Zha River. So she came too. 

On the day of our departure we spent the night outside the North Gate of Wuchang. 
My brother Zhongyuan and my middle sister Wanxun came down to the boat to bid 
us farewell. They did not leave us til the sun set. We departed early next morning, on 
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the 28th, passing from Qishui to Bahe and Langi and docking at Huangshigang, just 
on the border between Wuchang and Daye. The following day a headwind made it 
impossible to travel. On the first day of the third month we passed through Duoshifu 
and on to Qizhou. The following day we lodged in Xinzhakou. The third day of the 
month a great wind blew all day so we had to stop. The next day we passed through 
the customs station at Jiujiang and moored in Hukou county. The day after that the 
wind would not stop blowing, but the boathands hoisted the sails and went along for 
300 li before stopping at Anging. On the sixth day there was a huge storm, with thun- 
der and rain and heavy winds all day and night. Our bedding and pillows were souked 
through. On the seventh and eight days we remained halted by heavy winds. The next 
day we set out at dawn, spending the night in Qingqi. The following day we passed 
through Datong courier station, stopping as it began to rain. Next day we passed 
Tongling and again encountered rain. The following day we forged ahead but within 
several li the wind had once again brought us to a halt. On the fourteenth day we 
passed Digang and moored at Banziji. My sister was sick with chill. The next day it 
was still raining but we braved the storm and got as far as Luxijia [Rush Mat Nar- 
rows]. In the middle of the night a furious wind rocked the boat and we could not 
sleep. I stayed up the whole night talking with nty sister. And the following day the 
wind would not subside. A day later we were finally able to start out again, but we 
made only a little more than ten li before the gales returned, so we moored on the 
river’s edge. That night the winds were so fierce that the boathands were afraid to 
sleep. But at dawn next day the weather was calm and we reached Wahu. The day 
after, we were again halted by winds and had to remain in port for three days. On the 
22nd nny eldest sister began to feel better. We passed by the inspection station and trav- 
eled as far as Niutunthe. The next day we reached Caishiji, the following day we passed 
through the inspection station at Longjiang, then on the next day through Yauziji, 
Qingshan, and Fanshan [Alum Hill], finally reaching Jingkou. On the 26th I sent a 
servant to rent another boat, and on the 27th we removed my late husband’s body 
{and placed it on the new boat] while my sister and I spent the night on the old boat 
talking about our coming separation. On the 28th we parted. 

Wher I planned this trip south, I was thinking about being in the same boat with 
my sister, and I did not fully appreciate how hard it is to travel. Now that Lam on 
my own [lit., “my form comforts my shadow” J, [ must endure my suffering alone. 
And my sister—she will be traveling where the Qing-Huai crosses the Yellow River 
and enters the Zha River, and the Zha is easily silted and blocked so she cannot pos- 
sibly move quickly, and in the long summer's heat, her lonely boat will be like an 
oven, still more difficult to bear! 

On the 29th we reached Danyang. On the first of the fourth month, we finally ar- 
rived at Changzhou [Wanying’s old home] and docked outside the East Gate. 
Friends and relatives came in great numbers and held a memorial service. We spent 
three days moored there. | sent my son Chenbi to fetch Gong Shaobai [Maocail] to 
come with us to Taicang. Maocai is adept at grave siting and geomancy and he was 
a longtime good friend of my late husband. 

On the fourth day of the month our boat left Changzhou, reaching Wuxi the next 
day. The day after that we got to Suzhou anid on the 7th we arrived in Taicang. We 
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anchored at Caochi. I led my son and my nephew to pay our respects before the eld- 
ers in my husband’s family home, We saw my late husband’s father’s brother, Nian- 
Jiao, and his two sons Mianzhi and Zhnanxiang. Also my late husband’s aunt Lady 
Shi and another aunt Huang, and various sisters-in-law. We then returned to our 
lodgings on the boat. 

My husband's family has lived in Taicang since the Ming dynasty. My late father- 
in-law was always traveling and he died in Shaanxi when my husband was very 
young, so my husband grew up as a dependent of my own father. Later, when my 
father was holding office in Shandong, he arranged for my husband to enter our 
family as an uxorilocally married son-in-law. After my father's death, my husband 
sojourned for many years in Shandong, Anhui, and Zhejiang, unable to return to 
his native place. By the time we married, his parents were already deceased. For 
these reasons, I had never had an opportunity before to see the graves or ancestral 
halls of his ancestors, nor to become acquainted with the towering figures and great 
deeds of the men in his family. This was my first encounter with them. Yet the fam- 
ily’s funeral ceremony was reverent and solemn, with hempen garments white like 
the snow. When members of the family saw us they grieved sorrowfully with truly 
pitiful tears. 

On the eighth day we visited the graves of the Lord of Qin and the Lord of 
Yongzhou. The next day Lasked Chenbi to take Gong Maocai to Liuhe and measure 
the grave site of my late husband's father. Upon their return the following day they 
reported that there was no land available for an additional grave. So we created a 
temporary grave shelter and took the body to Liuhe. We got to Linhe on the 13th, 
and spent the next several days visiting the graves of my late father-in-law’s rela- 
tives. On the 17th at the mao hour |the hour of the hare, 5-7 A.M.], we placed my 
late husband's coffin in its temporary shelter to the right side of the grave of his fa- 
ther. The next day we made offerings beside the grave, and that same day we re- 
sumed our journey by boat. The following day we again moored at Caochi and the 
day after that Lasked my son Chenbi to pay his respects at the ancestral shrine hon- 
oring his paternal ancestor the Lord Wensu [the Ming grand secretary Wang Xijue, 
discussed later], which is part of the main ancestral hall. Then the day after that we 
bade farewell to my husband's relatives and departed, stopping over at Suzhou. On 
the 28th we arrived at Hangzhou, where I took my son and my nephew to Tiequan- 
gang to my late husband's elder brother's residence during his term as an official 
there. We saw both my brother-in-law and his wife, Lady Zhang. She urged us to 
stay on, and so we spent three days with them. On the fourth day of the following 
month we moored at Tangxizhen, and on the day of the Dragon Boat Festival {5th 
of the Sth] we reached Shimenzhen, the next day passing through Jiaxing and on to 
Pingwang courier station; the following day through Penggiao and Xuyeguan to 
Wuxi. On the 9th we arrived back in Changzhou, where on the 10th day we took up 
temporary residence at a remote house owned by my father's sister's son. Ort the 
1ith, the anniversary of my husband's death, I went to the Yanshou Convent and 
asked a nun there to chant a sutra for him. 

My husband’s temporary burial arrangement had been judged most unsuitable 
by his elder brother, so while we were en route from Hangzhou back te Suzhou, | 
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sent my nephew Chenyang back to Taicang in search of a burial plot. He could find 
nothing. In the sixth month I sent him again. Finally in the eighth month a letter 
came from him saying that he had found a possible plot, but when Gong Maocat 
went to see it, he decided it was not in a propitious location. In the eleventh month 
we finally found a piece of land in the 18th ward, some two mu in extent, costing 
more than 80,000. Maocai said that neither the year nor the month was propitious 
for the burial and that we ought to postpone it for several years. So we rented a boat 
to return to Wuchang. 

On the 10th of the 12th month (January 15, 1848] we boarded the boat and 
sailed from the East Harbor in Wuhu into the current of the Yangzi River. It was 
windy and snowy by turns, and bitterly cold. Chenbi became sick with chill and did 
not recover for several days. It took us 35 days before we reached Wuchang on the 
15th day of the first month of the year wushen [February 19}. 

My river journey there and back covered altogether a distance of more than 4,400 
li [1,467 miles]. We spent seven months in Changzhou and we were traveling for 
over 100 days. In 1824 when I accompanied my mother as she followed my father to 
his post in Shandong, I first knew the perils of travel. Ten years later, in 1834, I re- 
turned to the south; and a decade after that I came to Wuchang. But none of these 
journeys was much longer than 1000 li. I have never traveled so far as I did on this 
trip. This floating life is unpredictable and I do not know what the future may hold 
for me. Truly it makes me sigh with sorrow. 

Earlier when I was stopped in Taicang my brother Zhongyuan sent a courier to 
ask after me, and so I made a record of the journey and sent it in a letter to him. 
Zhongyuan wrote a poem at the end of it. Then when I got to Wuchang I revised it 
to make this record of the traces of my steps through time. 

Dated: Daoguang wushen [1848], second month. 


ve see that the dates 


in her record speak for themselves. 


fi ois 
nusband | ‘yy 


. include sets of paired rhymes (exchanged be- 
tween them) remembering his late mother, a native of Wuxi, during a trip he 
took through that city,’ a poem about a climb her husband took up Tiger 
Hill, in Suzhou," and poems exchanged with her husband while he was em- 
ployed in Hangzhou in the 1830s." (Among Wanying’s poems written before 
her husband’s death can also be found verses addressed to him in places far 
distant, such as Jiujiang, Jiangxi."°) Read in conjunction with Wanying’s col- 
lected poems, her terse record reveals more than she intended about women’s 
family travel and its meanings. 

Zhang Wanying’s late husband Wang Xi was a descendant in the fifth gen- 
eration of the great painter Wang Yuanqi, who was in turn the great-grandson 
of the late Ming official and grand secretary Wang Xijue. The family claimed 
descent from the illustrious “Taiyuan Wangs,” Taicang descendants of the 
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original Taiyuan line from Shanxi. Between Wang Xijue’s generation and 
None Xi’s, the line roduced two Grand Secretaries and nine jinshi degree 


i aalesenecentoea eldest son is also her only birth son. Wanyin 
gave birth to four daughters, {ar oe 
ceased. nephew who comes along seems to be the son of her 
ate husband’s elder brother, the one who is so kind to her in Hangzhou. This 
elder brother and his wife (who is also surnamed Zhang and may be a 
kinswoman of Wanying’s as well) appear to be the only members of her late 
husband’s family who are concerned about his final resting place. The fact that 


and 
an uneasy com- 


that the temporary ie eee finally settles on is clearly 
promise, 


taking this arduous journey @ and her eoenet to find a secure resting 
place for her husband’s body—becomes clearer as we observe the uncaring re- 
moteness of the relatives who greet her and the difficulty she has in locating 
at last some acceptable if very expensive grave land. | have not yet been able to 
determine the names of most of the people whose graves Wanying visited, but 
many appear not to have been Wang relatives. One grave she mentions, for ex- 
ample, honors the Donglin leader Gu Xiancheng of Wuxi. Thus, she under- 
took some rather far-reaching travels about the countryside in search of the 
graves of great statesmen and also, perhaps, desirable land for her own hus- 
band’s grave. 

Wanying’s record is most detailed in specifying places and dates. One can 
track her boat precisely day by day, as it makes its way from port to port, dock 

lock, along the Yangzi River and the Grand Canal. ibout 


ous F ourne 
place vith all its memories, and on to unknown relatives to ihbin she was an 
utter stranger and among whom her husband’s own place was in some doubt. 
That the Taiyuan Wangs of Taicang received her haughtily and judged her own 
family beneath them seems all too plain from her story (why else would she 
lodge on her boat?). Perhaps, as people who prided themselves on their north- 
ern roots, the ‘Taiyuan Wangs of Taicang disdained the widespread practice of 
uxorilocal marriage in the Lower Yangzi region. Even if this was not the case, 
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Zhang Wanying’s intimate relationship vith her late husband, captured in 
countless poems and correspondence over the years, and her appreciation of 
his erudition and of his close ties to her own father and brother can only have’ ——,, 


. te 

heightened her resentment of her GERRRSCRS and aH unseemly — 

Se she had little recourse if she wished to criticize them directly, wt 
0 


ther than to produce this masterly piece of understated narrative. In his af- - 
terword to her travel diary, her brother Zhongyuan focuses his attention on 

her stay in Changzhou, their old home, and avoids reference entirely to the 

Wang family:*° 


This simple, tranquil essay is good. 

The sojourning guests are deeply tied to me. 

In my dreams I know this route, 

After reading, I felt 1 had returned to our old home. 


We white-haired people are all old Gree? | 

° 
But we have not forgotten ou & new 4? 
In the old compound there are new swallows Jil 


Who know to seek the Turmeric (curcuma longa) Hall."* 


Spatial Stories: ‘Travel as a Record of Virtue 


In his discussion of what he call ichel de Certeau calls our 


A_Nattention to hip bi s”_and “routés”—between the 


laces that mark out « nerary and th ‘si -t one 
pac o another.” Wanying composing just sucha ] 
ute, on getting there an . But she marks her prog hess by y the 
Pone rer fendine af another and so accurately, in fact, thata 
contemporary reader can follow the entire journey on a mov chinese mi 
where most of those landing names remain unchanged. d together by 
these dots along the Yangzi and down the Grand Canal, Wanying’s fragile nar- 
ration moves us inexorably downriver, toward her husband’s burial and, from 
there, on the circuitous route back up to the comfort of home. Why did she 
feel compelled to map her route this way? Why name the places? The reader 
who has passed the same spo emember si ights and sounds, noticing that 
Wanying herself is oblivious. ntures of travel an 
Instead, she focuses—stop by stop—on mes misery and on the dan- 
gers of weather, illness, and a skittish crew. In this way, Wanying bends not 
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only her own 1 will but the will of her So lic to the 


So Zhang Wanying’s travel journal, with its “simple” language and matter- 
of-fact observations, encloses unexpected worlds of meaning. Reading her 
poems with her travel journal in mind, in fact, enables us to see through 
Wanying’s eyes a map of her world that follows her husband through space 
even as his poems and letters reach her by courier and she sends her responses, 


often encoded in “harmonizing” rhyme. There is omog 
in | 12's \ gs about her husband’s travels and her own. At the end of 


each chapter of het 


Pihrer of herdencte eee 


sé _son.f anying’s children, these four experienced yet another mode of travel 
yin their filial roles as copy editors. Along with them, we can imagine their par- 


ents’ lives in space and time, year by year, as they turn the pages of their 
mother’s poetry collection. That Wanying’s poems are printed side by side 
with the poems by her husband to which she was responding also suggests 
that the poet kept the paired poems together in her own literary archive, rein- 
scribing the bonds between husband and wife in her peques ice manuscri ts. 


vo elers, loved ones, admirers, and, of course, critics. A poem that 
eight have caused Zhang Wanying’s children some reflection, then, is one sent 
by their late father, Wang Xi, to their mother, following his departure on a trip 
to Hangzhou.*' The poem describes the tearful scene at the door, as Wang Xi’s 
youngest daughter clings tearfully to his leg, his wife and concubine look dis- 
traught, and his eldest daughter begs to go with him. So, the poet asks, if the 
family is neither cold nor hungry, must he leave? Answering his own rhetori- 
cal question, Wang Xi’s concluding stanza replies: 


A man must set his sights on distant places; 

How can he let the mood of a moment break his ambition? 
Brushing off my clothes, | force my way out the door; 

My insides want to rip apart. 

Qi qi the raven cries into the night; 

By the flickering lamp, I sob right back. 


ton the ean of “a ae pried, 


“ yume” 
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sojourner and that it falls to women and tearful offspring to endure his ab- 
sence, Wanying’s own “response” to this poem, which precedes it in her col- 
lected works, is wholly sentimental, intended to comfort and reassure the trav- 
eler. In fact, the language of these husband-and-wife poems about travel and 
separation privileges her as the centered person and pities his privations as a 
wanderer. To be sure, these are poems exchanged by a married-in son-in-law 
and a wife safely lodged in a home where she is surrounded by natal kin. Per- 
haps the dynamics of travel have a different gendered effect on couples in 
what Arthur Wolf and Huang Chieh-shan have called a “major” marriage.” 
Still, catching Zhang Wanying in this exchange with her husband permits us 
to revisit questions raised at the beginning of this chapter. 

First, in the Confucian value system of late imperial China, travel was a 
man’s world, at least for the leisured elite. Sojourning for scholarly success, of- 
ficial duty, or business profit was the business of men. Travel to famous sites or 
beautiful landmarks, part of the sojourning ritual but sometimes undertaken 
for its own sake, was also part of the process of self-cultivation that belonged 
to the male literati elite. Some guixiu sought travel for these same reasons, 
viewing travel opportunities as part of their own process of development as 
learned persons and fully realized human beings. But in the larger construction 
of things, which placed home (the “native place”) and its grave sites at the cen- 
ter of every person’s life cycle, the center of emotional and physical gravity re- 
mained the domestic space occupied by women, and women’s travel diaries did 
not emerge as a venue for displaying the self. In other words, the construction 
of the meaning of travel itself has a particular valence in late imperial gentry 
culture, at least before the late nineteenth century. To appreciate this valence, 
we can contrast the guixiu with Victorian English “adventuresses,” who sought 
out travel for “the freedom both to construct an identity and to embrace 
anonymity, to scrutinize and to retreat from self?” In nineteenth-century Eng- 
land, women’s travel writing became emblems of their taste, class, and race, 
part of their quest for independence and self-definition, and essential to their 
own growing awareness of cultural difference and civilizational hierarchies.” 
The guixiu of China’s late empire in fact shared with Victorian women many of 
these same values (recall Ban Zhao’s allusion to Confucius’s admonitions about 
narrow minds and lack of travel). In both cultures, women’s writing itself was 
a form of metaphorical travel, a mode of self-definition and self-cultivation. 
But we need to rethink the extent to which contemporary understandings of 
travel are colored by the Victorian legacy that viewed travel as a kind of “ad- 
venture” framed by encounters with the exotic Other. The self-discovery and 
self-cultivation sought by (mainly) male travelers in late imperial China de- 
rived not from encounters with the exotic Other but rather from viewing “fa- 
mous vistas” from a long-familiar past. Writing about travel, and correspon- 
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‘omen at home responde This aur Eceerg to 


heighten the RTT of the family ties that converged at home, the end 
point of every journey. 

We cannot pretend that adventure played no part in the travels of upper- 
class men, and the occasional woman, in the Ming-Qing period. But their un- 
derlying assumptions about the purposes and the value of travel itself could not 
contrast more shar 
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Gender on the Stage 
Actresses in an Actors’ World (1895-1930) 


Luo Suwen 


| Pi FROM PUBLIC PERFORMANCE in the context of Qing neo-Confucian 
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examines re ee aspects of opera training and performance, and actresses’ 
strategies of adaptability and manipulation of their medium as they worked 
to further their professional development. 

Actresses’ struggles for professional autonomy reflected not only concerns 
related to gender divisions of 
case that poverty combined with gendered social stigmas to create particularly 
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girls from the countryside and coerced them into training. Performances by 
experienced actresses often were regarded as simply lewd entertainment. Pub- 
lic fear of female exposure and gender mixing led to an association between 
female actresses and sexual immorality that tainted even skilled performers. 
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process yr actresses to attain advanced skills. It 

took some time, therefore, for _ to rival the best actors. During most 
of the early period of female opera performances (1895-1930), actresses were 
regarded as inherently inferior to actors. 

Yet the conditions that forced young, poor girls into opera in the first place, 
together with actresses’ discursive association with lewdness, pushed the 
boundaries of gendered space. In time, the paradoxes of their position opened 
the field of opera to professional female performers. Not surprisingly, the for- 
eign settlements of Shanghai, physically and conceptually marked as separate, 
offered some of the earliest venues for jingju actresses, despite attempts by 
Chinese authorities to regulate the performances. The development of opera 
troupes that used female performers within the settlements acclimated audi- 
ences to women’s appearances in public and paved the way for wider public 
acceptance. 

This study focuses on the late Qing and early Republican era, a period of in- 
tensified urbanization and professionalization in Beijing opera. The first sec- 
tion details late Qing changes in jingju that facilitated the entrance of women 
and girls. The second section outlines the various routes girls and women took 

£o to jingju performance and some of the difficulties they encountered. 
a? Throughout, my focus is on the seemingly Sa BSHOry social change that 
i aed as actresses sisteuggled: On one hand, pc 


gy : = 
“B7 ‘On the othe , women’s appearances expanded put 
was possible or desirable for women, gradually altering the occupational con- 
straints of the traditional realms of nei and wai. 

The negotiation and tension between nei, the inner realm that ideally en- 
closed women, and wai, the outer, male realm, took on special significance 
when a woman was physically on display, as in opera performance. Although 
the public found female performers scintillating, this impetuous entry of 
women into wai was both welcomed and scorned. The spectacular nature of 
opera lent itself to women’s (actual and staged) forays into the outer realm; 
nonetheless, such forays were interpreted as unchaste. Whereas the critics of 
political women examined in Madeleine Yue Dong’s chapter in this volume 
constructed caricatures to insist on their unnatural obscenity, critics of ac- 
tresses could simply point to the extremity of public performance itself. An- 
other level of complexity lay in the fact that opera contained both male and 
female roles—implying, in other words, a “rightful” place for women. If many 
critics insisted that men could perform femininity better than women, such a 
stance conflicted with new social ideologies of modernity that eventually 
helped open the stage to female performance. 
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5 Setting the Stage: Late Qing Changes in Beijing Opera 


’ a, unlike other regional operas, \was,fashionedvever.timethoough,.., 


of melodie : e 
his capacity to adapt elements from a variety of local operas 
may have facilitated Beijing opera’s successful and rapid modern develop- 
SS ment. It also, I argue, is what set the stage for women’s successful, if difficult, 


—loteinainn into.onenilie perioonene 
In the late Qing, jingju was centered on the imperial capital ¢ of Beijin 


| environment that eee several mea First 
uan, Ming, and Qing dynasties, Beiji ing enjo ed a galaxy of ‘leit - 
ercia ity, < nte ent mark et 
court favored Aunxi (Kun opera), but other regional operas still mela 
and competed in Beijing, which gave rise to an exchange among styles that 
normally would not interact. In the mid-eighteenth century, kungu and 
jinggiang were fashionable in Beijing, but sometimes these troupes also col- 
laborated with performers from other regional operas. Early huixi (Hui 
opera) won over Beijing audiences with beautiful erhuang tunes, rich ex- 
pression, and popular stories, and parts of these forms of expression were 
incorporated into the Beijing opera. Kun opera gradually lost favor in the 
late Qing, but learning to sing in kun style remained mandatory in the early 
training of Beijing opera actors. The Kun opera chou role (clown) was pre- 


served on the Beijing opera stage. Elements of Hui and Han opera led to the 
formation of the pihuang tune.' 


icted au 3 ; opera he constant compeHian aad rise paid fal 
my of opera brouties provided a ach pool of talent for Beijing opera, talent that 
8" gd was both already trained and, by virtue of the ein of local traditions, i in- 

novative. Ls ie to regional operas, Beijing oper 


opera changed rapidly and retaine auchence interest. 

As is well known, the professional training of Beijing opera actors is char- 
acterized by long practice and high elimination rates, with a great deal of at- 
tention given to young talent. Many actors lost eke voices ea 
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The relatively high income of some performers in the late Qing, together 
with changes in the way performers were paid, marked the early modernization 
of jingju. Prior to this time, ensemble manager and opera actors signed yearly 
contracts for a fixed amount of ‘money, independent of performance earnings. 
Such contracts did not pe actors to Aaa ‘ia or with other 


u un a the 1880s, sical nous actors successful y pressed fora 
commission. system, Se ROMLEBE Alans HOCManSS, SAREE Troupes 
sf adopted this system to retain famous actors. Actors welcomed this change, 
which offered not only the possibility of increased income but also seat mo- 
bility. On the other hand, the commission system ealth discrepan- 
cies among actors, helping produce the star system that became the norm in 

later years. Performers who did not become stars developed other means of 


producing income, such as offering training classes for students. There were six 
such ees in eels in a the late aot | I im 


Be iit ing 


& By the 7 Cine, actors begin epemali chat own n ensembles and created 

+ new singing styles and roles. Actors gained fame in a var iety of roles, depart- 

Wes ing from the conventional emphasis on old-man roles.‘ In 1909, Wang Yao- 

wee qing proclaimed himself a pillar of the stage and became the first actor in a 
* 6 female role to be the lead a in a Beijing opera poe 


ate Qing, a regional market began to take shape. In the two major 
cities of Beijing and Shanghai, a systematic reform took place, organizing 
opera through a commercialized management system and marketing net- 
work. Other cities also participated. Ensembles and famous actors were in- 
vited for periodic commercial performances at treaty ports, usually beginning 
in Tianjin, then moving to Shanghai, Jinan, and Yantai. Commercial jingju 
performances also blossomed in Harbin, Fengtien (Shenyang), Yingkou, and 
Andong (Dandong). In the late Qing and the early Republic, jingju spread 
from Shanghai to Hangzhou and Jiaxing, and it penetrated southern cities 
such as Changzhou, Wuxi, Suzhou, and Nanjing along the southern end of the 
Grand Canal.° 

In the late Qing, boat and train transportation links developed first among 
treaty ports and other commercial centers. The pioneering commercial cities 
were also the earliest to be incorporated into the information network of the 
newly developing newspapers, publishing industry, and postal services. Perfor- 
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mance tours in these cities—also sites of Western cultural exchange—expanded 
Beijing opera’s influence and enlivened the opera itself. Beijing opera began to 
change rapidly. It was under these shifting cultural, commercial, and material 
conditions that actresses first began to appear. 


The Emergence of Beijing Opera Actresses 
Actresses first appeared in Shanghai, in “southern-style” Beijing opera. The 


first female ensemble was also established in Shanghai.’ As one of the first 
established oa ‘the 1842 Lamy of ape 


ecades, the oreign s settlements became a venue for female per- 
formers in both * ‘obscene” nice -sex performances, as well as in all-female 
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In the 1870s, huagu xi (Huagu opera), also known as “obscene opera,” pen- 
etrated the amusement halls of the foreign settlements in the form of mixed 
male and female performance. Although Huagu opera was banned, its popu- 
larity continued and soon it was performed in teahouses: 


Huagu opera is performed in the Shanghai concessions. Actors and actresses per- 
form together with vulgar singing and licentious attitudes. ... After Chinese and 
Western officials banned it, Huagu opera disappeared from public view for two 
years. Yet the other day, outside the old north gate of the French Concession, a 
scoundrel gathered a Huagu troupe to sing. Although female and male perform- 
ers just sang without performing, we already see public anxiety. Rumor has it 
that recently two actresses and three or four actors got up to perform together 
after singing opening tunes. The prohibition is mere formality.* 


An 1875 article reported nine theaters in the city: “Most of them stage per- 
formances day and night. The audience assembles in crowds.”? Most of the 
performers were from the north. 

Until the 1880s, the so-called obscene operas encountered little resistance 
when promoters advertised and arranged public shows at settlement theaters. 
Chinese magistrates repeatedly promulgated prohibitions increasing the pun- 
ishments for violators, but under the autonomous administration of the for- 
eign settlements, Chinese decrees were ineffective. Moreover, the settlements 
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provided attractive venues. In June 1877, the Municipal Council of the Inter- 
national Settlement issued fire regulations that required theater passageways, 
floor slabs, enclosing walls, railings, and running water.'® These regulations 
ensured an architecturally secure and comfortable venue for actors and audi- 
ences inside the settlement, where tea garden theatrical performances became 
a leading entertainment business. 

Female performers had been active in Shanghai since at least the mid- 
1850s, attracting audiences in a growing entertainment industry. Female per- 
formers were named “nit changshu” (female storytellers).'' Little by little, fe- 
male performers both assimilated jingju techniques and moved beyond 
teahouses to mount the formal stage. By 1890, as Beijing opera ensembles 
gained an advantageous position in settlement theaters, female performers 
were performing jingju onstage. During the Tongzhi reign (1862-1875), 
Xinghuayuan was a famous tea garden venue for female performance. Dan- 
feng Teahouse (established 1876 or 1882) also invited female troupes. Among 
sixty-nine theaters opened between 1850 and 1889, fifty-three showed only 
Beijing opera.'’? The Shanghai newspaper Shenbao listed local and nonlocal 
opera performances, reviews, and audience responses as key elements of en- 
tertainment news. The fact that northern opera became mainstream enter- 
tainment among Shanghai residents is related to both the immigrant nature 
of the city and the colorful qualities of the opera itself. 

As jingju became popular in Shanghai, the distinctive southern style of Bei- 
jing opera continued to develop. Commercialized management of opera in 
Shanghai appeared in response to market demand for entertainment, location 
requirements for commercial performances by troupes from different regions, 
and negotiations between local administration and theater management. The 
1870s also saw the beginning of professional training in Shanghai for jingju 
actors, such as that offered by the Xia Family troupe, which was attached to 
Dangui Teahouse. In 1877, the Yongshengyu troupe (Clapper Opera troupe) 
from north China settled in Shanghai, and its performance aesthetics influ- 
enced the southern style.'? Thereafter, between 1890 and the 1920s, Shanghai 
jingju began to experiment with reforms in play adaptation, staging, and per- 
formance innovations, some of which developed from interaction with re- 
gional operas, and some of which were inspired by Western performance 
models. The result was the Shanghai school of Beijing opera or haipai, and out 
of haipai came the female jingju ensemble. 

The earliest female jingju ensemble was named miaoer xi (Maoer opera). Al- 
though the origin of the term is not totally understood, one historical fact is 
clear: a performer named Li Maoer launched the first female Beijing opera en- 
semble.'* Li Maoer followed examples set by Kun and Hui opera entrepre- 
neurs, purchasing poor girls in Anching to bring to Shanghai. They were 
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taught Hui tunes and performed only at private parties. The girls, from ages 
ten to seventeen, performed male characters, female characters, painted-face 
characters, or clown roles, and they were trained by only one instructor. The 
small troupe of around ten performers performed at familial celebrations or- 
ganized by local gentry or merchants. For lack of a better name, people called 
it maoer ban (Maoer ensemble). In the beginning, the Maoer ensemble per- 
formed mostly episodic drama that did not require multiple roles. Three or 
five actresses performed episodes about teaching children, palace life, visiting 
brothels, romance, and selling rouge. The troupe was paid less than male en- 
sembles, and the girl performers were not paid a monthly salary. Except for 
meals and meager pocket money, their performance income went to the head 
of the troupe.'> 

The Maoer ensemble was different from the jingju ensembles that per- 
formed at theaters, and it also was different from children’s performance 
troupes that were attached to specific ensembles. Even though the first Li 
Maoer ensemble eventually disappeared, performances by this kind of female 
ensemble—with low investment cost and rudimentary training—soon be- 
came popular at private Shanghai parties. The economic incentives are evi- 
dent. Compared to male troupes, these low-cost female troupes were more 
profitable for their organizers. After the Maoer ensemble disbanded, the Xie 
Family ensemble and the Lin Family ensemble appeared. Female ensembles 
soon became the rage, eventually performing at grand theatrical shows. In the 
late Qing, people began to name all female ensembles :maoer. The most fa- 
mous was the Qiu Ruyi Family Maoer ensemble at Qinghefang. This predom- 
inantly female ensemble (the twenty performers included some boys) per- 
formed at entertainment venues such as the Zhang and Xu Gardens.'* The 
origin of maoer xi was recorded in Tuhua ribao, published in Shanghai in 
1910: “Maver xi was the beginning of female theater. As the first female en- 
semble is named after the organizer, people habitually use the name of Maoer 
for female ensembles,.”"” 

Maoer xt was marked by its liveliness, and there is no doubt that it influenced 
the development of women’s jingju performance. The first female jingju en- 
semble theater, the Meixian, emerged in 1894. It was followed by the Nixian, 
Qunxian, Nidangui, Dafugui, and other theaters. In 1900, after Qunxian and 
Niidangui opened to the public, Maoer ensembles from other parts of the 
country were invited to Shanghai for performance tours. These included the 
Chen Family Warrior Ensemble and the Ning Family Ensemble from Tianjin, 
the Wang Family Ensemble from Suzhou, and the Yun Family Ensemble from 
Hangzhou.'* The far-reaching influence of the Maoer ensemble perhaps lies in 
its early training of girls as professional actresses, as well as in opening up per- 
formance stages for female jingju ensembles, or kunban. However, female 
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ensembles still faced multiple obstacles achieving recognition within the 
strictly organized professional environment of Beijing opera. 


From Maoer xi to Kunban: Opportunity and Challenge 


Beijing opera was dominated by male actors for reasons of repertoire, skills, 
and notions of gendered space. There were four major roles: xusheng or 
laosheng (old man), zhengdan (young woman), wusheng (military men and 
fighters), and jing (male painted-face roles). Not surprisingly, the repertoire 
emphasized male roles, especially the old-man role. Standards for selection of 
actors were strict, with priority given to a powerful voice.” 

Beyond singing, there was a need for acrobatic talent, or bazi, which re- 
quired training from childhood. Actors took pride in showing their abilities 
and considered performing bit roles to be shameful. Singing and stylized act- 
ing were highly competitive, and they required stamina, energy, and physical 
strength. In regard to these requirements, most male performers and fans 
found actresses technically deficient. 

However, it was not just lack of skill that kept women out of Beijing opera 
but also a cultural disinclination to display women in public. Generally, Bei- 
jing opera actors followed the rule that their art was passed on only to men 
and accepted only male students. In the late Qing, actors’ sons usually contin- 
ued their fathers’ careers, while daughters were often married to other actors. 
Famous performers who might have wished to train their daughters had rea- 
son to fear that such girls would be abused if they appeared in public. Many 
well-known actors did not allow their daughters to learn Beijing opera. The 
belief that women who performed in public were lewd was sufficiently strong 
that only the most impoverished would take the risk. 

A few examples will illustrate the nature of this social bias against female per- 
formers. Yan Huizhu, who became an actress in the early twentieth century, rec- 
ollected that her father, Yan Jupeng, opposed her training for fear that she would 
be bullied by officials and landlords. As a result, she did not start learning opera 
until she was seventeen.”° Ye Chunshan drew up a family rule that no girls in the 
Ye family were allowed to learn opera. None of his four daughters were actresses, 
although three of them married jingjte actors. Ye Chunshan’s Xiliancheng en- 
semble (later Fuliancheng) in Beijing refused to accept female students to avoid 
“offending decency.”?! Even if they did not become performers, women born in 
Beijing opera families almost never stepped outside the circle, marrying actors, 
raising their sons as actors, and eventually marrying their daughters to other ac- 
tors. They were thoroughly imbued with opera, yet it remained a forbidden 
zone, not only as a career but sometimes also as a physical space: 
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There used to be a rule that women and mutes could not go backstage. Both were 
regarded as ominous. Once Yu Sansheng’s wife went backstage because of family 
matters. She was punished by being forced to drink wine, and her infraction was 
publicly discussed, with the result that she was to be permanently barred.” 


Despite articulated and implicit injunctions against women performers, in 
the late Qing there were still a few girls who learned Beijing opera from their 
fathers, For example, the Hebei native Ying Honglan learned the old-man role 
from her father and began performing onstage at Haisenwei. In the early Re- 
public, she joined a female ensemble in Beijing.“ Zhang Wenyan learned 
opera in her childhood from her father. Niu Guifang, the daughter of jingju 
actor Niu Songshan, learned the young-man role from her father. Xiao Yue- 
xian, the daughter of jingju actor Wang Hongshou, learned the lively-maiden 
role of bangzi opera asa child. Occasionally jingju actors and fans accepted girl 
students. 

In the early Republic, more actresses were trained, and kunban became in- 
creasingly common outside the foreign settlements. Nonetheless, associations 
with prostitution continued to demean the profession. In Shanghai, actress 
training focused on singing, and students were commonly from brothels, link- 
ing female performance and sexual services. Even when students were not 
prostitutes, there was often only a thin line of distinction: 


Elderly actors, actresses, and local landlords invested in village girls and forced 
them to learn opera with the threat of selling them to brothels. By purchasing 
twenty or thirty poor girls, they could form a troupe with male, female, painted- 
face, and clown roles. These girls were like beggars in the household of their 
troupe heads.* 


As such material suggests, the professional development and conditions of 
jingju actresses differed from those of actors, Initially, girls could not perform in 
Beijing but were organized as kunban to perform in the vicinity of treaty ports. 
Most early jingjt actresses learned to perform individually, working with a mas- 
ter. In the Qing, formal Beijing opera training schools, most of which were lo- 
cated in Beijing, did not admit female students. Schools in other areas also had 
restrictions against their admission.*> The Shanghai Xiaojingtai School, associ- 
ated with the Tianxian Tea Garden, was established in 1900 and admitted fifty 
to sixty exclusively male students. The Hangzhou Fang School, which later 
moved to Shanghai, also did not admit female students.” Still, some classes were 
open to girls. The Bangzi Opera Troupe admitted both boys and girls, training 
mostly in bangzi, with some jingju on the side. Around 1900, these students gave 
performances in Dalian and Yingkou. In Dalian, one of the earliest Beijing opera 
actresses, Liu Xikui, trained in classes open to both girls and boys. 
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In the context of the changing gender politics of the Republican era, a 
bangzi opera lively-maiden actor named Tian Jiyun organized the Chongya 
Female Ensemble Training Class in 1916, the first formal female Beijing opera 
training class in Beijing. Fifty-seven students studied both Beijing opera and 
bangzi opera at the school. The class staged its first public performance only 
two weeks after its establishment and was disbanded in its second year. Some 
students continued their artistic training and performance in the Chongya Fe- 
male Ensemble. The short duration of this female training class suggests the 
difficulty of maintaining formal training for girls, and it forms a sharp con- 
trast with the Xiliancheng Training Class of the same period (later called the 
Fuliancheng Training Class), which trained male students for another twenty 
years.?? Under these cultural restrictions, artistic development was quite lim- 
ited for actresses. There is little evidence to counter the belief that onstage, 
women were inferior to men. It would not be until fifteen years later, in 1930, 
that standard professional training for actresses was established through the 
founding of the Zhonghua Theatrical School, which admitted both male stu- 
dents and female students. 

As I have noted, in the late Qing, Beijing opera actresses who were trained 
via private tutorship were often from poor families from which parents had 
sold them or given them up for adoption. Other young actresses were put into 
training by their biological parents, out of economic motives. One example is 
that of Wang Keqin, who was born into an old Manchu family. After her fa- 
ther died, her mother, a habitual gambler, “pawned clothes and accessories to 
invite a well-known instructor to train Wang in musical instruments, erhuang 
singing, and the bangzi opera lively-maiden role.”** Such training was an in- 
vestment strategy for parents or foster parents. Some jingjtt actresses were 
prostitutes who learned basic singing and instrumental skills and later per- 
formed onstage. They were usually prostitutes first and later became actresses, 
and some continued to work in both professions.”? 

In all of these situations, early Beijing opera actresses came from lower- 
class families, and their singing was not judged by strict professional stan- 
dards. Their foundational skills were weak, and often what skills they did 
have reflected bangzi rather than jingju training. As a result, they were triply 
marginalized, as lines were drawn between professionals and amateurs, be- 
tween Beijing and outsider performers, and between male and female per- 
formers. 

In the late Qing, female jingju ensembles based themselves in cities like 
Shanghai, Tianjin, Hankou, and northeast treaty ports, where they sometimes 
could perform with male actors. In early Republican Beijing, actresses were 
banned from performing together with actors. The situation in Shanghai was 
somewhat more flexible. The well-known actress Liu Xikui was invited by 
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Wang Hongshou (a prominent figure in southern Beijing opera) to perform 
in the city. Zhou Xinfang also volunteered to perform with Liu. 

Because the performance styles of urban and rural ensembles differed, ac- 
tresses found that they needed additional training to enter the higher levels of 
urban performance. Beijing ensembles emphasized body language and facial 
expressions, while rural ensembles emphasized tunes and generally ignored 
facial expressions.*° This created problems for ambitious actresses. For exam- 
ple, bangzi opera actress Yu Lanfang was among the first to learn and perform 
the Cheng style of Beijing opera. She was not able to study directly with Cheng 
Yangiu (who declined to instruct her) but received indirect guidance from 
Wang Yaoqing and others who had performed with Cheng. Yu began learning 
opera at age nine, but by age fifteen, she was infatuated with the Cheng style. 
Along with her elder brother, she learned by positioning herself in theater cor- 
ners to observe Cheng’s performances. When giving her own performances, 
Yu imitated the Cheng style. After becoming a star, she changed her stage 
name to Xin Yanqiu in tribute to Cheng Yanqiu’s style.*! Lacking formal pro- 
fessional training and faced with rejection from famous teachers, early jingju 
actresses found it difficult to hone their skills or compete with male actors. 

Another major obstacle faced by actresses was that their performing space 
was crowded and confined. In the early Republic, Tianjin boasted the largest 
number of stages for female jingju performances.” Yet even in Tianjin, ac- 
tresses were confined to smaller stages and excluded from the more spacious 
world of male ensembles. In Shanghai around 1900, five theaters staged com- 
mercial performances, of which three were exclusively at the service of male 
ensembles: Tianxian Theater, Dangui Theater, and Chunxian Theater. As Kun 
opera and Yue opera declined over the next ten years, only one of the five the- 
aters (Qunxian Theater) staged female ensemble performances.” 

In the early stages, kunban met powerful opposition by male ensembles. In 
Shanghai, “when the Qunxian Theater opened with female ensemble shows, 
crowds were drawn to the theater and enormous profits were made, making it 
the target of jealousy from other theaters. [Male performers] agreed that if any 
actor gave instruction at Qunxian, he would be banned from performing at 
the other theaters.” Kenban’s rise at Qunxian Theater did not last, partially 
as a result of such hostile tactics. Another competitive challenge came from 
elderly palace actors from Beijing who stimulated the excitement of Shanghai 
audiences: “For the first time, southerners were able to view the orthodox 
school of Beijing opera.”** The orthodox school did not include actresses, and 
Qunxian’s business suffered in the face of this competition. 

Fortunately, female ensembles from all over China joined in strengthening 
Qunxian’s business. To compete with male ensembles, they adjusted their reper- 
toire and developed additional roles. Famous actresses such as En Xiaofeng, Jin 
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Yuemei, Bai Lanhua, and Guo Fengxian were invited to perform, and they tried 
their hands at acrobatic plays. The Wang Family Ensemble and Ning Family En- 
semble, which specialized in acrobatic operas, performed for several years at 
Qunxian Theater. Such creativity, combined with the collective participation of 
ensembles from around the country, enabled Shanghai female ensembles to 
withstand the challenge from famous northern jingju actors. 

Other locations sustained only scattered performances by female ensem- 
bles. In Tianjin, there were initially two female troupes: Chen Family kunban, 
known for acrobatic operas starring Chen Changgen, and Baolai kunban, star- 
ring Ying Honglan. Though banned in late Qing Beijing, there were two kun- 
ban in Koudai Lane (in the west of the city) that performed at private parties 
(gatherings of men from the same hometown, same-year graduates of impe- 
rial exams, or businessmen in the same trade). Opportunities were limited. 
Birthday or other celebrations by rich households were rare, and extravagant 
displays of wealth were not fashionable. Female ensembles that depended on 
private parties could hardly survive. After 1900, they were disbanded, with fa- 
mous actresses such as En Xiaofeng moving to Tianjin.** The female ensem- 
bles that entered Beijing during the early Republic came from Tianjin in 1912, 
when organizers successfully petitioned the Beijing police to lift the ban on fe- 
male ensembles in the city.*” 

Mixed ensembles emerged in the north only in the early Republic. When a 
mixed ensemble appeared in Tianjin in 1906, it was banned as an “offense 
against decency.”** Gradually, however, ideas and practices were changing. In 
Beijing, at a private party held in the president’s residence in 1912, the actress 
Xiao Lanying performed along with Sun Juxian, Tan Xingpei, Chen Delin, 
Yang Xiaolou, Mei Lanfang, Liu Yongchun, and Huang Runfu.” Actresses par- 
ticipated with actors in ensembles; for example, the actresses Du Yunfeng and 
Yu Zhixian were in the Shuangqing She ensemble, Sun Yueqiu and Yu Zhiyun 
were in the Xiliancheng ensemble, and Yang Cuixi and Xiao Cuixi were in the 
Qing Chunhe ensemble. But generally, although these ensembles contained 
both female and male actors, they did not perform onstage together, as local 
officials and landlords continued to regard coperformance as indecent. When 
actors felt threatened by actresses’ appeal to the audience, they also resisted 
coperformance. Their motive was self-preservation and elimination of dan- 
gerous competition, securing the stage for actors alone.” 

The situation was different in Shanghai, where only the French Concession 
banned coperformance in the late Qing. Feng Theater, along with Tiansheng 
Theater, staged male and female coperformances. The Qiankun Opera House 
at the Great World Amusement Hall got its name (giankun, implying male/ 
female) when actress Jing Shaomei started performing with actors there. Al- 
though kunban roles were less rich than those of male ensembles, after several 
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years kunban was able to manage on its own. At times it even supplanted male 
ensembles in popularity. In 1915 and 1916 when kurban was all the rage, only 
one male ensemble—that of Mei Lanfang—could compete."' In the develop- 
ment from maoer performance to kunban, from vignettes to grand opera and 
acrobatic opera, jingju actresses slowly achieved independence. Strenuous ef- 
forts on the part of actresses who wished to develop their skills, along with the 
acquisition of new techniques through exposure to different styles as the 
troupes traveled, allowed kunban actresses to progress. 

One distinctive feature of late Qing Shanghai jingju was that new operas 
were constantly performed to pique audience interest. Moreover, troupes con- 
stantly innovated and experimented in repertory, props, singing style, acting 
skills, music, makeup, and costumes. Some innovators influenced opera in a 
fashion that opened the door for female performers. For example, Feng Zihe 
(1888-1941) altered the female role. Perhaps influenced by theories of West- 
ern drama, he developed the idea that an actor should act out a human being 
rather than a role type.” He also created fashionable costume operas, Western 
costume operas, and Qing-style costume operas, emphasizing eye expressions, 
female-role singing style, makeup, costumes, and instrumental accompani- 
ment. Shanghai jingju increasingly appealed to audiences with melodramatic 
plots, ever-changing settings, fabulous costumes, vivid acting, and scenes of 
bustle and excitement.” 

Yet, even in Shanghai’s more open and innovative climate, kunban was not 
powerful enough to share the stage with male ensembles, a situation caused by 
complex social and cultural circumstances. Because actresses lacked formal 
training, they did not use their real names when they acted. They were mostly 
called “Chu,” following the name of Jing Chu, the first actress who performed 
as an amateur in Shanghai.4 Early maoer performances were considered 
“guest performances by prostitutes,” because of overlap between actresses and 
prostitutes. Actresses’ performances were considered inferior to the standard 
of even mediocre professional actors. 

Nonetheless, “guest performances by prostitutes” appealed to audiences, 
revealing that kunban had its selling point. The Shanghai saying, “Watch 
opera at male ensemble performances, but find excitement at female ensem- 
ble performances,” shows that audiences were interested in actresses, if not 
entirely for their operatic art. Liu Xikui arrived in Shanghai during the early 
Republic, and whenever she took a rickshaw in public, young men followed 
her, even going so far as to throw gold bracelets into the rickshaw.** When En 
Xiaofeng first performed in Tianjin, her fame was instant. According to one 
anecdote, several rich and powerful men in the city were frustrated in their 
desire to get acquainted with her. Some conspired to boycott her perform- 
ances, and others hired thugs to make a distracting commotion when she was 
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onstage. Such distractions only added to her fame, compounding the delights 
of Xiaofeng’s clear and outstanding voice.” 

Although actresses often tried to improve their skills, early Kunban at times 
exploited audience prurience. At one titillating performance, the famous 
Shanghai lively-maiden actress Feng Yue’s skirt was loosened onstage by the 
actress playing her boyfriend. The next day, Feng was fined fifty yuan and the 
opera was permanently banned. Zhou Chu, a famous late-Qing bearded-man 
actress, reportedly removed her clothes onstage at a customer's request, in re- 
turn for an extra hundred in gold coins.** To some extent, actresses and audi- 
ence alike regarded these performances as bawdy entertainment. Nonetheless, 
it was precisely this environment that allowed actresses the opportunity to be 
onstage and develop their skills. 

Kunban acrobatic operas performed in the early Republic also had a dis- 
tinctive appeal. In the Shanghai French Concession, Feng Theater mainly 
staged acrobatic operas starring the bearded-man actress En Xiaofeng and 
lively-maiden actress Wang Keqin. The actresses’ acrobatic skills appealed so 
much to the audience that Feng Theater's business surpassed that of Qunxian 
Theater and the male ensemble theaters.’? Dan Guiyuan Theater also enjoyed 
good business along these lines from 1912 to 1917, even without particularly 
famous actresses. 

In the early Republic, audiences and performers divided among theaters 
and amusement halls. Theaters were larger and housed more seats. In order to 
maintain business, they had to invite stars who could fill the house. Small en- 
sembles had no choice but to perform at amusement halls with lower artistic 
standards.” As they positioned themselves in amusement halls, small kunban 
troupes created and defined for themselves a certain kind of audience. At the 
time, most kunban played for low-income audiences who purchased inexpen- 
sive seats. In 1916, Qunxian Theater closed its doors and the higher-level kun- 
ban that had performed there disbanded. Several famous actresses joined in 
performing with actors at different theaters while others moved to perform at 
amusement halls.*! 

In the mid-1920s, the Shenbao called female ensembles that performed in 
Shanghai theaters kunban. Advertisements for female ensembles at the Great 
World Amusement Hall referred to them as acer xi. The two ways of nam- 
ing the female ensembles indicate two different levels of audience and their re- 
spectively refined and popular tastes. During the Spring Festival holiday sea- 
son of 1925, the lowest ticket prices for traditional operas in Shanghai were 
thirty cents at Gong Theater, twenty cents at Tianyan Theater, Yi Theater, and 
Gengxing Theater, and fifteen cents at Yue Theater and Xing Theater. At the 
Great World Amusement Hall, ticket prices were much lower: ten cents for 
male ensembles and eight cents for maoer performances.” 
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In the early Republic, kunban performances in Beijing were limited in role 
types and unappealing in repertoire. The Chengnan Amusement Hall, which 
showed films, magic performances, and new plays, sometimes featured kun- 
ban jingju actresses, For a ticket price of twenty cents, audiences could watch 
all the performances they pleased. Kunban performances emphasized mostly 
female roles, complemented with bearded-man, warrior, and painted-face 
performances. In the early 1920s, Beijing kunban troupes were constantly re- 
organized. Some performed in public only once or twice before reorganiza- 
tion or mergers. By 1927-1928, kunban stars were constantly in flux. Zhang 
Eyun, Jing Youqin, Xin Yanqiu, and Yang Jufen were once the stars of their 
troupes, but none of them could last long and their troupes were time and 
again disbanded.>? 

In the summer of 1928, the capital moved to Nanjing, and Beijing theaters 
declined. Troupes could not maintain full houses and had to cut perform- 
ances. Major actors and actresses went to other parts of the country to make 
money, while those remaining made a living by performing for several 
troupes.*! Thus, the financial decline of opera in Beijing caused early Re- 
publican Beijing kunban to experience its rise and decline in less than ten 
years.*> 

The historical development of female performance was constrained by 
types of audience, lack of comprehensive roles, and poor training. This may 
be illustrated with a few details. First, although some actresses performed 
male roles, few were highly skilled. Male roles, which were usually given to the 
star of the ensemble, required talent and solid acting skills. Early bearded-man 
actresses were inclined to imitate male actors. Although they worked very 
hard and succeeded in their costume and makeup, they were still considered 
incompetent. Early Republican opera critics used famous bearded-man actors 
as the standard to judge bearded-man actresses. Some actresses lost their 
voices as they tried to adapt, while others achieved a male-sounding voice but 
still lacked fundamental training, For example, Liang Xinhua achieved a mas- 
culine look, but her singing and acting were not competent, according to crit- 
ics. Qilin Tong was gifted with a good voice, but she overused it, and her stage 
gait was terrible.*© Zhao Zhiyun was perfect in the roles of civil servant and 
warrior, yet her singing was drab.>’ 

Second, kunban was always inferior in acrobatic skills. Warrior roles, 
learned by many actresses in the 1920s, required the harshest practice. Critics 
often found something to criticize in the actresses’ performances (although 
now and then exceptional talent was recognized): “Warrior characters on the 
whole lacked actual strength. Famous warrior-role actresses were mostly just 
adopting a stance.” Young warrior actress Xie Xiange, who played the part of 
Zhao Yun in Huanghe lou, was considered the best in the role; her makeup and 
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costume produced the impression of handsomeness, and her stylized acting 
and sonorous tones impressed the audience.** 

Third, according to critics, lively-maiden role performances were also of 
poor quality, although critical judgment was divided on lively-maiden actress 
Jing Yuemei and female-clown actress Xiao Lanying, the earliest female Bei- 
jing opera stars in Shanghai. The lively-maiden role made the greatest break- 
through in the late Qing and the early Republic. But the late Qing actresses’ 
singing was not good enough. For example, Cai Ziyun was gifted with a fine 
voice but “didn’t know how to make good use of it.” Jing Yufeng’s voice was 
“high and sonorous but not soft enough.” Critics evaluated actresses’ per- 
formances against the performances of actors who impersonated women. For 
example, Liu Shaorong, who played young-maiden and lively-maiden roles, 
was praised as “resembling the appearance of Xiao Cuihua.” They also com- 
plimented actress Miao Xingru, who played the old-woman role, as the 
“Number One Old-Female-Role Actress” but still found that her style was de- 
rived from that of the old-female role actor Gong Yunfu. 

Asa result of this habitual contextualization within the circles of male tal- 
ent, early Republican actresses worked hard at imitating famous actors, and 
some made use of male actors’ fame to create their own. For example, Zhang 
Jieyun (1911-) learned opera at age seven and performed at eleven as an am- 
ateur onstage in Beijing. After watching her performance, Wang Yaoqin 
praised her as “a female Mei Lanfang” and volunteered to take her as his stu- 
dent. Xin Yanqiu’s rise to stardom was related to her “resemblance in voice and 
makeup to Cheng Yanqiu—‘as if Yanqiu had actually appeared.””*' Such criti- 
cal judgments discouraged originality. Framed and confined by existing per- 
formance styles, female actresses could not develop to their potential or inno- 
vate artistic perspectives. 

Although mainstream traditional critics believed actresses were not as good 
as actors, one school of thought departed from this perspective, claiming that 
“women playing female opera roles were by nature competent. Actors could 
not surpass them. In all the years since the beginning of Qunxian Theater, 
male actors have not been able to compete with Jing Yuemei’s lively-maiden 
role” 

Early Republican criticism of female role actresses tended to emphasize 
looks more than artistic skills, but actresses who showed off their looks 
courted rebukes. For actresses, the message was contradictory: they were, on 
one hand, criticized for their poor appearance and, on the other, blamed for 
using their attractiveness to woo the audience. 

The final difficulty facing actresses was an insufficiency of role specializa- 
tion. In the late Qing, because male roles enjoyed a higher social status, more 
actresses focused on male roles. Yet the small size of late Qing kunban ensem- 
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bles required that actresses be trained to play multiple roles rather than de- 
velop specialized skills. Although critics noted the high cost of this practice as 
well as its poor results—women ended up with some skill in many roles but 
no commanding presence—it continued for another twenty years into the 
early Republic. This practice limited the full development of actresses’ indi- 
vidual potential. 
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reaty ports, commercialization, urbanization, aid new communi- 
cation links, combined with forces of poverty and public curiosity about 
women on display. The conjuncture of forces broke the male monopoly of 
public jingju performance. It is important for us to understand how, over a 
thirty- or forty-year period, these changes could alter the meaning of what it 
meant to be female, primarily through the assault on the traditional idea of 
nei that the actresses provided. 

These conditions propelled the field forward. Although the inability to as- 
cend center stage in Beijing limited female performers, they found a marginal 
point of entry in which innovation and experimentation were not just possi- 
ble but also encouraged. It is not coincidental that it was in the foreign settle- 
ments of the brash commercial city of Shanghai, where new styles of Beijing 
opera were rapidly developing, that the door was first opened to actresses and 
the first all-female ensembles were created. These were precisely the locations, 
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as Catherine Yeh describes i in her essay in this volume, for the public emer- 
actresses’ twin siste! tesans. In such unorthodox spaces, ac- 
tresses slipped in at cay s eter eventually establishing themselves as skill- 
ful performers whose right to the stage eventually became unquestioned. 
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Women on the Move 


Women’s Kinship, Residence, and 
Networks in Rural Shandong 


Ellen R. Judd 


SEAT MMUNITIES i 
[prevalence of patiocalic. Men have reecea dally and predominantly 
remained in their community of birth upon marriage, while women have 
preferentially and predominantly married out into another rural community 
where they can normally expect to remain for the rest of their lives. This pat- 
tern of movement has widely resulted in rural communities of very great con- 
tinuity in the male line based on a fundamental discontinuity in the lives of 
women. 

The focus of most attempts at understanding rural social life has been on 
the resulting localized communities of men. Much less is known about the 
mobility of women between these communities. Where there has been some 
significant effort at examining the movements of women and the ties formed 
through women, these have commonly been conceptualized as affinal rela- 
tions (from the men’s point of view) and as being relations formed by men 
with other men through the generalized exchange of women in marriage.' 

But during household visits and interviews with women in three Shandong 
villages in the 1980s ae es it became evident t e-patterns of mobil- 
i si snificant and that 


vere active as those = dy Virtue of moving between com- 


munities, had knowledge : -ople i nouseholds_that_transcended 
community oundaries. Typically this knowledge would also extend within 
the walls of related and neighboring households and constitute a valuable 
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source of intimate knowledge about potential matches and their close kin. 
Women married out into other communities were a trusted source of infor- 
mation on households and communities to which a daughter might confi- 
dently be sent in marriage, and they often served as “introducers” (jieshao ren) 
on their own or in conjunction with their husbands. Mothers also appear in 
these accounts as major decision makers in the matches of their children, both 
sons and daughters.” Mothers were obvious!} 


~ monly concern the matches he daugles-wauld make At least in 

these areas of rural Shandong, it was common for mothers and daughters to 
maintain close ties beyond the daughter's marriage out and, in many cases, for 
married daughters to continue to visit and help their parents as long as either 
parent was alive.’ Young married women occasionally sought matches for 
younger sisters, while it was more common for sisters to marry into different 
communities. Young women themselves are increasingly agents in their own 
marriage arrangements, although this had rarely been the case in earlier gen- 
erations. 

In this chapter, I will venture to explore how women (and men) make the 
movement of women among rural communities operate. I will show how this — 
by those involved, and why women’s mobility and the resulting forms of net- 
in the outer as well as the inner domain in contemporary rural society. 7 

This exploration will be based on fieldwork in three geographically dis- 
persed Shandong villages described in more detail elsewhere.’ Two are single- 
surname villages; one is a multisurname village in which one surname pre- 
dominates; all are characterized by local patrilines of about twenty 
generations in depth. None is located in a suburban or particularly affluent 
area, and each has had periods of relative poverty as well as of relative afflu- 
ence, with the effects of these changing conditions upon marriages into each 
community evident in interviews. At least one of the villages had recently be- 
come exceptionally attractive as a marital village for women at the time of 
fieldwork. For present purposes, [ will not attempt to trace local differences or 
historical change and will examine the data set as a whole, while recognizing 
that it incorporates a substantial range of differing circumstances. 

In total, | have recorded information on 255 ever-married women (of all 
living generations) in these villages, of whom all but eighteen had married 
out of their natal villages in the major or patrilocal manner. The proportion 
of women marrying patrilocally is slightly understated in this sample, since I 
sought to include all atypical marriages in my field study. The eighteen ex- 
ceptions, distributed among all three villages, consist of two cases of small 
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daughter-in-law (tongyangxi) marriage, five uxorilocal marriages, and eleven 
intravillage marriages. 

With many of the women interviewed, I particularly explored issues re- 
garding the arrangement of their marriages and the nature of their ties with 
their natal families after marriage as well as their networks of social ties more 
generally. Women in older generations, including many married as late as the 
early 1960s, commonly had marriages arranged by senior kin, and might well 
not have met their spouses prior to their wedding day. However, this was not 
uniform, and there were “free love” matches at least as early as the 1940s, es- 
pecially in the village (in Changyi) that had been located in a border region 
prior to Liberation. There were also occasional divorces and remarriages ini- 
tiated by women in the early 1950s.° The more recent norm is for marriages 
to be semiarranged. Essentially this means that the couple to be married will 
meet at least once before engagement (and often just once and formally) but 
may meet several times while engaged (especially for shopping trips on their 
own). In this form, as still practiced in the late twentieth century, senior kin 
retain the main responsibility for locating a suitable partner and making the 
match, although the young people to be married have an opportunity for veto. 
As young people become more economically independent and are able to 
meet potential partners through school or work outside their own communi- 
ties, matches are initiated by the young people themselves, although they then 
arrange to be formally introduced. However, very large numbers of young 
people—perhaps still the majority—continue to enter into semiarranged 
marriages. 


Not Marrying Out 


_The standard practice whereby women marry out of their own communities 
as Been repeatedly identified_as jor-disadvan lacing 


them across significant rural divides (of lineage, collective unit, or adainie 
trative village) from theit Cosest natal Hin. This removes women from famil- 
etworks of cooperation and help in everyday tife-everrtf they retain close 
i eir natal families. It also breaks patterns of Wurturing careers and 
preempts education or training, since the young women are seen by their natal 
communities as well as their natal families as destined to depart early and per- 
manently.® And the mobility and dispersion of women among different com- 
manities impede possibilities for the creation of strong women’s networks 
within their communities of residence. 
Could the situation be better for women who, despite the prevailing pa- 
trilocal tendency, remain in the communities of their birth or childhood after 
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marriage? It is difficult to assess the exact prevalence of alternative forms of 
postmarital residence, and the literature on alternatives consistently views 
these as deviations from the norm that require explanation, but they may have 
provided a wider repertoire of possibility and potential than the discursive 
dominance of patrilocality might suggest. 

Norma Diamond’ has summed up some earlier evidence, including in- 
stances in the work of Isabel and David Crook,® pointing in this direction in 
the revolutionary period. Some particularly interesting cases involved women 
who had been “small daughters-in-law” (tongyangxi), that is, women who 
were “adopted” at a young age and raised in their marital families to become 
future daughters-in-law within the same family. More recently, Gregory Ruf 
has reconstructed the local history of a Sichuan community that had rates of 
“small daughter-in-law” marriage as high as one-third in the early twentieth 
century, although he does not observe an advantage for these women.’ In- 
deed, most women in these circumstances were very poor, since this marriage 
form was associated with households unable to afford the expenses of a con- 
ventional, major marriage, and such girls were not always treated as well as a 
family’s own daughters. These disadvantaged women were priority targets of 
mobilization for the Communist Party during the revolutionary period when 
it sought both to organize women and to have women replace men (who were 
departing for the military and higher levels of leadership) in local politics. 
There may well have been a temporary window when political conditions 
opened opportunities for women in such marriages, which had not been pos- 
sible before. 

I was able to interview at some length two elderly women in one village who 
had been married as “small daughters-in-law” into other poor families fol- 
lowing the death of one or both parents. One of these had served as a village 
head in 1949, after joining the party in 1946. While she had an important lead- 
ership role around the time of Liberation, she did not enjoy a political future’? 
ora particularly happy marriage. “Small daughters-in-law” were not common 
in this area,!" and this form of marriage appears to have been effectively 
stopped after Liberation. Women already married in this form did not neces- 
sarily seek divorce, even though women were initiating some divorces in the 
early 1950s and this woman village head was herself involved in supporting 
cases of divorce and remarriage." 

If remaining within the community of her youth is important for a 
womans future in the countryside, a more promising alternative may be uxo- 
rilocal marriage. This form of marriage is a widespread part of the cultural 
repertoire and does not have the disadvantages of childhood arranged mar- 
riage. The potential of uxorilocal marriage for promoting change in gender re- 
lations meant that it was viewed positively by the state after Liberation and 


Women on the Move 101 


was actually advocated in the late Cultural Revolution period. But it also en- 
countered renewed indirect opposition from the force of collectivization, 
which effectively reinforced the boundaries between collectives that resem- 
bled corporate agnatic communities.'? Uxorilocal marriage is a traditional al- 
ternative designed to provide descendants for those without sons—a daugh- 
ter would bring in a son-in-law and one of their sons would take the mother’s 
father’s surname. As recently encountered in these Shandong villages, there is 
less emphasis on ritual descent than in the pre-Liberation era, and surnames 
may wholly pass in the patriline, but uxorilocal marriage has continued as a 
recognized means to provide for the care of parents without sons. Neverthe- 
less, closed androcentric communities have remained resistant to the entry of 
outside men and few men here are willing to enter uxorilocal marriages. Many 
cases of uxorilocal marriage encountered in these villages involve men with 
urban household registration who are present in their marital households 
only on a part-time basis. Despite the apparent or potential benefit of re- 
maining in her natal village, the predominant reality in uxorilocal marriage 
seemed to be that of a daughter making the sacrifice of accepting a less desir- 
able match in order to provide for the care of her father and mother. In occa- 
sional cases, as in the marriage of a woman to a sent-down youth, she may be 
able to remain in her natal village in more desirable circumstances, but this re- 
mains exceptional. 

A particularly interesting change in postmarital residence has been an in- 
crease in the acceptability and frequency of intravillage marriage. While the 
overwhelming majority of marriages represent village (lineage, collective, or 
administrative village) exogamy, there has been an increasing but still uneven 
and limited acceptance of intravillage marriage. This change may be related to 
political changes that favor new marriage patterns, as observed by Chan, Mad- 
sen, and Unger, as well as by Liu Xin,'* although there has also been local re- 
sistance to the added complexity of intracommunity social relations created 
by village endogamy. It is possible that the move toward intravillage marriage 
has been more pronounced in south China! or that it could be related to spe- 
cific local or historical factors. Chan et al. note the importance of Chen Vil- 
lage’s relative poverty, as well as the salience of political and personal advan- 
tage. In northeast China, Yan Yunxiang notes banner endogamy in the early 
settlement period followed by later village endogamy in multilineage vil- 
lages.'* Liu Xin found a breakthrough toward intravillage marriage in the 
1980s in Shaanxi in poorer communities having trouble attracting wives.'” In 
contrast, Mark Selden found a major move toward intravillage marriage in 
Hebei in a large, multisurname village (which still retained three exogamous 
neighborhoods) that was much more prosperous than nearby villages, which 
allowed this village to retain its daughters as well as its sons.'* Where options 


102 Ellen R. Judd 


to leave the countryside were reduced for decades by the household registra- 
tion system and boundaries between rural communities deepened by the cor- 
porate aspect of collectivization, there may have been a period when retaining 
daughters through intravillage marriage became a more attractive alternative 
than it had been earlier. 

Intravillage marriage was not widely practiced in any of the villages studied 
here."? In one of the two single-surname villages, marriage within the sur- 
name is still considered unacceptable, no matter how remote the relationship, 
while the other single-surname village has moved toward accepting such 
matches provided the couple are only remotely related (beyond waft, the cus- 
tomary mourning categories of close kin). In the multilineage village, intra- 
village marriage was possible but rare, and | am not aware of any such cases 
involving members of the same surname. Intravillage marriages appear to be 
of two types within these villages. In several cases they are explicitly an alter- 
native to uxorilocal marriage as a solution for the problem of caring for par- 
ents without sons. While women in these situations do not face the particular 
difficulties of uxorilocal marriages, they have a restricted range of potential 
matches and are making a sacrifice for their parents. In other cases, the mar- 
riages appear to have arisen from the free choice of the couple and may have 
resulted in marital happiness, although I have found no indication that the 
women in these marriages have benefited in any other manner (leadership po- 
sitions, educational opportunity, or employment) from remaining in their 
natal village. In either type of intravillage marriage, it is often a village leader 
(such as the party branch secretary) who acts as introducer, either to make the 
necessary match in order to care for community members without sons or to 
provide respectability for those making their own match. Such marriages are 
not yet unmarked or routine. An additional reason the increase in intravillage 
marriage has been modest here may have been the comparatively good situa- 
tion of each of these villages during most recent years. ‘To the extent that this 
has been the case, women have been attracted from other villages, but men 
have had no incentive to restrict their choice of spouse to their own village. 
This has been remarked as an obstacle by some young women approaching 
marriage age and is consistent with Lavely’s”? findings about spatial hierarchy 
in marriage choice. 

In short, most women have little alternative except to marry out of their 
own community—not only to achieve upward mobility but also to avoid a 
restricted and undesirable match. While substantial numbers of young 
women succeed in leaving the countryside, those who remain in (or return 
to) the countryside and form the core of the rural labor force continue to 
move in the countryside through marriage, and their matches are still largely 
arranged. 
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Marrying into Other Villages 


One of the paradoxes of the interweaving construction of place and gender in 
rural China is that women, who decisively move through marriage, are more 
firmly tied to rural places than are men. This is in part a result of the official 
barriers to mobility created by the household registration system, which ef- 
fectively tied people to the countryside from the late 1950s until late in the 
twentieth century. The household registration system continues to link peo- 
ple to specific locations in the countryside, although actual location and 
movement have become increasingly flexible. For many women, and espe- 
cially those married prior to this flexibility, the link to place—or, more accu- 
rately, to a succession of places—has been a central component in the con- 
struction of rural women’s adult identities. For young women, leaving their 
natal village may now be a welcome step toward work experience and perhaps 
even a future life in a larger, urban world, but many of these women still 
marry according to the preexisting rural pattern. It remains the case that the 
majority of women can anticipate that marriage will take them to the rural 
home of the rest of their lives. At least some women look forward to this move 
as a transition to adulthood and prefer to move to another village even if a 
good intravillage match is available, since this provides independent adult 
standing. 

Arranging where a woman will spend her adult life is a process that demon- 
strates not just a mobility but also a flexibility, in sharp contrast to the pre- 
scribed, fixed locations of her (nonmigrating) husband and brothers. While 
men are tied to localized communities, women can move to any of numerous 
communities. In the absence of fixed marriage exchange relations, women 
(and those arranging their marriages) have opportunities as wide as the con- 
nections of family, neighbors, and other contacts can provide. Most women 
have multiple suggestions made to their parents and may themselves experi- 
ence more than one “introduction,” but I will limit myself here to a descrip- 
tion of some of those that were successful (or that were not successful in in- 
teresting ways) before proceeding to a discussion of the implications of this 
mode of movement. 

A woman born in the opening years of the twentieth century, with bound 
feet, introduced my middle-aged landlady into the same marital village. She 
was actual father’s sister (gu) to this woman and described herself as having 
been the person who initiated the introduction process. Her own husband was 
not closely related to the husband of her niece, although this was a single- 
surname village, and this was a matter of her natal family trusting her to find 
a good match (rather than a related match) for the niece. The nicce attributed 
her marriage at some distance from her natal family to this introduction. 


104 Ellen R. Judd 


A woman born in the 1920s who had been introduced into the same village 
by her father’s sister acted in her youth to introduce a schoolfriend of her 
younger sister to her own husband’s younger brother when he returned to the 
village for his father’s funeral. These two couples subsequently lived in a joint 
household for a lengthy period of time but eventually divided. 

Another woman of that generation, who had been politically active as a 
party member and women’s head in her natal village around the time of Lib- 
eration, was introduced by her own older sister who had already married into 
this village. The match was appropriately with a demobilized soldier and long- 
time party member, and it was a free-choice marriage in 1954. 

A woman born in the 1930s, who had been introduced by her father’s sis- 
ter, had in turn introduced her sister’s daughter and later her brother’s daugh- 
ter into her own marital village while still a young married woman in the 
1960s. In neither case were the matches made with close kin of her husband 
but rather with neighbors, since marital possibilities are not prescribed and 
the goal is to find a good match with people one knows well. As she described 
her own work as an introducer, she first approached the prospective husband's 
mother (popo) to tell her about the young woman and her situation, and she 
also spoke with the prospective husband's father. This was done on her own 
initiative, as is commonly the case when people see youths approaching mar- 
riageable age, although either set of parents can start inquiries, as well. Once 
the prospective husband’s side expressed interest, the introducer suggested the 
match to the prospective bride’s side, that is, her mother. Once both sets of 
parents had agreed on the possibility, the young woman was approached. 
Then the young woman visited the home of the introducer, on her own, where 
she was introduced to the young man. The two young people were left alone 
to talk for a while, and later each reported their agreement to the match to the 
introducer. Not all introductions result in mutual agreement, and, even if 
there is an engagement at this point, the introducer may have the task of han- 
dling a break, but in this case the match was made and the introducer pro- 
ceeded to mediate the details of the wedding date and property exchanges.” 
After the wedding, the work of the introducer was complete, or “Once the 
bride is on the bed, the introducer leans on the south wall” (xifu zuole chuang, 
meiren kao nangiang). The introducer keeps in touch with the couples as a 
matter of course, in this case, since she is related to both women and lives in 
the same village. 

A woman born in the 1940s who had recently had her son married to her 
brother’s daughter was quite pleased with the arrangement, for which she 
took credit herself. She said she had known the young woman from visits to 
her brother and thought that she would make a good daughter-in-law. This is 
an interesting twist on the conventional explanation that the young woman’s 
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father would be the prime actor in a matrilateral cross-cousin marriage, in 
seeking a good home for his daughter, an explanation that makes no reference 
to the agency of the (senior) women involved.” 

A woman born in the 1950s had been found a match by male relatives in 
Beijing that might well have taken her out of the countryside. This was a 
match arranged without her participation, but she professed little interest in 
being involved at the time and instead relief that she would no longer be trou- 
bled by people repeatedly attempting to arrange matches for her. However, her 
army husband with a political future was sent back to his natal village to turn 
around its desperate economic plight (with official support), which made her 
the wife of a village party branch secretary. He was also the head of a thriving 
village-run factory, and she had a management role there herself, which re- 
sulted in her being repeatedly approached by a merchant she often dealt with 
in another village to act as introducer for his daughter. The daughter worked 
in the factory, and he wanted her to be introduced to someone in that village, 
since it was now wealthy and she would be then able to continue her attrac- 
tive job after marriage. The village weaving factory employed large numbers 
of young women in neighboring villages, many of whom had similar aspira- 
tions, so this determined young woman sought the aid of the party secretary’s 
wife. After being pressed to help, she gave some attention to the young woman 
(whom she had not previously noticed) and introduced her to a young man 
in the village, who was still available in part because his father was deceased 
and his household therefore not affluent. The fiancée arranged through the 
introducer to offer all her salary for a year for the building of a new house and 
was evidently an active agent in arranging her own marriage.” 

Another woman born in the 1950s (in a different county) married into a 
nearby village with a thriving factory that drew in workers from surrounding 
villages, including many young women. She got her younger sister a job in the 
factory, and, when the younger sister met a coworker she liked in the same vil- 
lage, the older sister’s marital family provided an introducer. 

A woman born in the 1960s was offered the opportunity by her married 
older sister in Shenyang to follow her there, a desirable urban alternative to life 
in the countryside, but their mother decided that she wanted a daughter to re- 
main close (even though she also had a son). Consequently, the younger 
daughter was married into an adjacent, affluent village. The introducer was 
her father’s younger sister, who was the actual sister of her husband’s paternal 
grandmother. 

There are numerous similar instances, from which these few have been se- 
lected to indicate range in generation and in detail. According to the accounts 
of older women in these villages, the common practice in their youth had 
been for poorer households to rely upon women kin for introductions. This 
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may well have become a more common practice in the collective era as village 
men’s contacts became more localized and as opportunity for affinal partner- 
ships in the private sector disappeared. Managing relatives can be and is pre- 
sented as part of women’s “housework” (jiawi), and this practice extends to 
introductions. 

Men have also been involved as introducers throughout the twentieth century. 
This has been a useful part of the prevalent strategy of using a wide range of con- 
tacts to gain knowledge and create possibilities for favorable marriages. Men, 
however, have rarely had kin contacts to households in other communities— 
except through women—and while they may serve as introducers on behalf of 
their wives, their contacts are typically different, where they exist at all. These 
tend to come from working elsewhere, from contacts made in former military 
service, or through political office or connections, The number of men lacking 
or having few such contacts has surely been one of the reasons for the strong role 
of women in providing and managing the knowledge requisite for a successful 
marriage introduction. 

Where men have had promising contacts, this was associated in the past 
with elite building of alliances. Few men in the countryside in recent decades 
have been so privileged, although it is possible to find some instances of mar- 
riages between the immediate families of political leaders in neighboring vil- 
lages, although even these may happen through the agency of a kinswoman as 
introducer. There has been less scope for commercial alliance, and 1 have 
found negligible indication of affinal ties in business in these villages even in 
the reform era. What was more clearly evident was a trend toward using con- 
nections to give a daughter a chance at exit from the countryside, through 
steps to obtain urban residence status, education (at this time to technical sec- 
ondary level), or (usually temporary) employment. As more advantaged vil- 
lagers used their superior connections to help their daughters as well as their 
sons to leave the countryside, there was less possibility or even point in at- 
tempting to make strategic alliances through marriage with other villagers. 
This is then a factor that reduces pressure on women to enter into particular 
matches, at least in villages such as these which are at least moderately attrac- 
tive as marital villages. 


Women’s Kinship 


Women benefit (in a certain sense) by their structural interchangeability. 
From the perspective of men’s kinship and localized patrilineal communities, 
wives are absolutely necessary, but which women arrive as wives is structurally 
inconsequential. In contrast, from the perspective of women’s kinship, where 


Women on the Move 107 


a woman goes in marriage is absolutely life determining. These two models of 
how marriages are constructed are able to coexist in each other’s interstices. 
From a practice theory perspective,** men’s kinship provides the structure, 
while women’s kinship provides the people. This is no doubt a simplification, 
but I would suggest that it is a useful one in highlighting how a rigidly struc- 
tured system can be open to countervailing practices. This was demonstrated 
in a somewhat different manner decades ago through the concept of the “uter- 
ine family,”* and the present chapter is part of a larger attempt to explore sim- 
ilar practices at the present time. 

As with the concept of the uterine family, there is no implication that these 
arrangements are free of overt or covert conflict or that they unambiguously 
benefit women—still less that they benefit all women. Where each individual 
woman goes upon marriage is the result of a complex play of factors and the 
operation of power relations within and beyond households. Few young 
women enjoy the opportunity to meet enough men to make a choice from a 
great many possibilities or to know at all well the ones they may choose prior 
to the engagement or even the wedding. In the still more common cases where 
the weight of decision making rests with the parents, the parents are them- 
selves constrained by limited circumstances and by a range of different con- 
siderations (including their own well-being), which may not always lead to 
decisions in the best interests of the young women. In the most troubling 
cases, this results in catastrophic matches from which there is no easy exit.”6 

To the extent that women have been major actors, it is older women who 
have had a significant say. One recent study elsewhere in Shandong may be in- 
dicative. Based on 170 responses in the Yimeng region, the following were said 
to decide upon the marriage of a couple’s children: husband, 1.2 percent; wife, 
10.6 percent; husband and wife together, 75.3 percent; members of a more 
senior generation, 4.1 percent; no reply, 7.1 percent; and other, 1.2 percent.2” 
The young people themselves, if they had any choice, were either in the 1.2 
percent or were making their wishes effective indirectly. This was a report of 
a survey of representations of decision making and may well have underre- 
ported women’s roles. Determining how complex decisions are made by a 
conjugal couple should not be expected to be easy or clear cut. In addition to 
the numerous factors affecting the desirability of the potential partners and 
their households,”* there is the question of the weighting of the interests of the 
parental generation, in more privileged cases for alliances, more generally to 
bring in a daughter-in-law who will get along well with her mother-in-law and 
often to marry a daughter nearby. At least in these areas of Shandong, a 
woman typically maintains close ties with her natal family as long as either 
parent is alive and mothers (at least in recent decades) often visit their mar- 
ried daughters. Unquestionably, there is much room in decisions as critical as 
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the marriage of children for there to be major conflicts among the numerous 
interested parties who can legitimately claim a part in the decision making. 

Any decision can be made only on the basis of available knowledge, of a 
type difficult to acquire and verify outside one’s own community: What is the 
real nature of familial relations behind the household walls? Is the prospective 
mother-in-law kind or only adept at maintaining her public image? Will the 
new daughter-in-law insist on immediate division of the household and on 
what terms??? It may be very largely the challenge of acquiring good informa- 
tion on these critical issues that places so much of the actual arrangements of 
introductions in the hands of women, especially senior women. It is readily 
apparent that, given the gender divide in rural society, the introducers would 
be on closer terms with the mother than the father. And it is the mother who 
has more at stake in selection of a daughter-in-law. 

Introductions are expressions of a form of knowledge/power about women 
and their households that enables the movement of women through the 
countryside on which rural society depends. Successful introductions can also 
create satisfied relatives and neighbors, and perhaps extend an introducer’s 
social network. However, there appears to be little direct benefit now gained 
on a individual basis by the introducer (although gifts have been given in the 
past). In many cases, the result will be the movement of a younger woman to 
the marital village of an older introducer, but not necessarily to her own or a 
closely linked household. Given the depth of household boundaries, the link 
is not necessarily close and is more likely to benefit the younger woman than 
the older one. 

It is possible that there is a more generalized advantage for women in hav- 
ing other women from their own natal village in their marital village. Intro- 
ducers with whom | spoke were consistent in denying that this would be taken 
into consideration in making a match—factors of houschold and the likeli- 
hood of a successful match were much more important, and the presence of 
women from one’s own village was not seen as affecting those critical con- 
cerns. Many married women did find themselves relatively close to their natal 
villages or had other women from their natal village in their marital village. In 
some cases, of course, this was obviously the channel through which they had 
been introduced, but in a few cases there were a larger number of women who 
shared both natal and marital communities. 

In each of the three villages, I was given to understand that there were some 
local villages with which there were relatively dense ties of marriage. From the 
records in my samples, however, this appears either not to be very strongly the 
case or only the case if each household can consider itself connected through 
a quite large number of marital ties. It is possible, indeed, for there to be a 
large network of ties, without there being substantial concentrations of 


Women on the Move 109 


women from any particular natal village in any particular marital village. In 
the village for which | have the largest recorded number of married women 
with birthplaces other than the same village, seventy-four of the eighty-eight 
women were from the same township, but these seventy-four were from 
thirty-five different villages. One village did have a recognized predominance 
(twelve in my sample), including the village women’s head, who had on at 
least one occasion been involved in facilitating a match with her natal vil- 
lage.” Other women had at least some chance of finding fellow villagers in 
their marital villages. In a second village, | had been told of a similar concen- 
tration, but it was less apparent in my sample of forty-four, as the thirty-four 
women from the same township came from nineteen villages and were more 
evenly dispersed. In the third village, dispersion seemed even more accentu- 
ated, since only twenty-five of forty-one came from other villages in the town- 
ship, while fourteen others were from individual villages elsewhere in the 
county and two from still further away. 

From a long-term perspective, women in this area, and perhaps more gener- 
ally, may often have been able to enter their marital village knowing or having a 
potential tie with at least one senior woman. While women would not be able 
to intervene across household boundaries, such a contact may well have been 
useful to a woman in making her adjustment to her marital community, and 
perhaps in moderating the relationship with her mother-in-law. Certainly, some 
women have mentioned women from their natal village among their frequent 
contacts, although there has been no discernible formal recognition of these ties 
as there has been, for example, for the wives of a set of brothers (zhouli). 

The highly dispersed nature of these connections limits their potential as a 
basis for communities of women and continues to divide most women from 
other women, But at the same time, the lack of formal recognition leaves 
women—and those arranging their marriages—more open choice than would 
be the case in a tightly structured circulation. In effect, women are selectively 
able to carve out small, informal networks nestled nonconfrontationally within 
the interstices of the dominant androcentric structure of rural communities. 
While women as introducers reproduce this androcentric structure, they also 
provide a basis for informal women’s networks. 


Connections between Women 


The concern that motivated this examination was to find a basis for women 
to connect with other women within rural communities. While exit from the 
countryside is highly desired and now attainable by increasing numbers of 
young women, the majority of adult rural women remain in (or return to) the 
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countryside and are indispensable for all aspects of rural social and economic 
life. By 1995, 210,000,000 women constituted roughly two-thirds of the agri- 
cultural workforce?! and continue to provide, directly and indirectly, a labor 
force for the cities and surplus accumulation to fuel development. 

In the past, women’s work groups in the collectives were briefly viewed as a 
step toward women organizing on an effective economic base in the country- 
side. I found in talking with middle-aged and older rural women shortly after 
decollectivization that they did not look back on these work groups as having 
been advantageous.*? Nor did they look on village factories or even coopera- 
tives as being particularly promising. They were viewed as offering unattrac- 
tive work that was not particularly well paid and over which they would not 
have much control.>? While factory work offered employment and, especially 
when in an urban setting, wider opportunities for young women, many mar- 
ried women preferred to run household-based enterprises where they would 
either be independent or in a conjugal partnership. Household situations 
vary, but rural women find individual men within small households generally 
less of a problem than large groups of men organized as corporate entities. 
Managing a prosperous, harmonious household is a mark of a mature, suc- 
cessful woman and fully consistent with both traditional and contemporary 
socia] values. As women work to accomplish this goal, household barriers are 
reinforced—both in relation to their husbands’ agnates and in relation to 
other women. Ties that are structurally favored between households tend to 
be those between agnatically related households. How can women be brought 
together across household boundaries and in spite of their dispersed mobility 
among rural communities? 

Some attempts in this direction have relied on state structures and the ex- 
ternal interventions of the official women’s movement, through women’s 
committees, women’s heads, and efforts to move women into local governing 
bodies, as in the initiative in the 1990s to break into the “two committees,” that 
is to place the village women’s head either in the party branch (if a party 
member) or in the less powerful village committee. These specific targets were 
largely accomplished in Shandong by the mid-1990s, which at least began the 
task of opening local power structures to women. Concurrently, in the late 
1980s and 1990s, the women’s movement made an effort to move beyond 
purely administrative means to draw women into local development measures 
through a Chinese variant of gender-and-development work, the “two stud- 
ies, two competitions” activities (shuangxue shuangbi huodong) for educating 
rural women and promoting the women’s role in the mainstream of rural eco- 
nomic development.” 

These steps were accompanied by concerted, formal efforts to create new 
spaces where women could come together. The most visible of these were 
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“Women’s Homes” (funii zhi jia), actual rooms in villages that could serve as 
a spatial base for women’s activities. | saw such a dedicated room in one of the 
villages in this study in 1989, well appointed with materials and records, under 
the impetus of the county Women’s Federation. It rapidly fell into total disuse, 
even though the women’s movement in the village continued to enjoy official 
support in the following years, It appeared that this innovation ran against the 
grain of local organizing, which depended typically on operating from the 
homes of village political leaders. Later in the 1990s, as the “two studies, two 
competitions” moved to a more technical level, “research associations” were 
promoted at village and township levels. These were intended to bring to- 
gether women learning or expert in applied agricultural or other rural tech- 
nologies to share knowledge and to work together in local development. I have 
not been able to observe these in effective operation, although that may have 
occurred in other locations, and surmise that it has been difficult to introduce 
new formal structures to bring women together in more than an administra- 
tive manner. 

Despite the efforts of the official women’s movement to devise innovations 
that can organize women effectively, there is a sense in which its policies im- 
plicitly recognize the deep social divisions that isolate women from each other 
and leave women dependent on themselves and on what they can create in 
their individual households. Current women’s movement initiatives focus 
strongly on individual women’s internal capacities and aim to provide insti- 
tutional supports to nurture these. This is partly a continuation of earlier ap- 
proaches such as the “four selfs” (sizi) of self-respect, self-confidence, self- 
reliance, and self-strengthening. It is also rooted in contemporary recognition 
of central elements of rural social structure that require most women to make 
change on their own with little help from a weak and fragile official women’s 
movement. Social relations in the countryside continue to be pervasively 
structured by kinship relations, especially those of local community and of 
household. Local communities that may (especially in the south) or may not 
(especially in the north)** have been corporate entities in the past acquired 
fixed boundaries and a corporate character in the collective era that has car- 
tied over at the administrative village level into the present. Within this con- 
text, households, especially nuclear households in which even very young 
married women can experience autonomy from a mother-in-law, are attrac- 
tive as a social base for women. However, as each woman strengthens her own 
household, she is pursuing a path that separates her from other women. 

Within the kin-structured world of a village, a woman is expected in the 
first instance to associate with the kinswomen of her husband—her mother- 
in-law and the wives of her husband’s brothers as well as women more re- 
motely connected through her husband— and, indeed, not to associate with 
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others at risk of being described as “running around.” These strictures limit 
the extent to which women can form ties with other women in their marital 
communities. Indeed, women may even choose to distance themselves from 
their affinal kinswomen, since creating such a space may provide a woman 
with a degree of independence and opportunity. This raises the difficult ques- 
tion of whether there might be any available channels through which women 
can informally connect with other village women. Without such an informally 
grounded social base, formal efforts such as Women’s Homes may be very 
hard to establish or sustain. 

From this perspective, women’s own kinship ties clearly loom as important. 
Women in these villages commonly maintain fairly close ties with their natal 
families as long as either parent is alive, and daughters may visit their 
“mother’s families” (niangjia) very frequently and also receive visits from their 
mothers and other kin. These are long-standing practices in this area, but ones 
that have been facilitated by the end of foot binding and the arrival of bicy- 
cles. Nevertheless, the depth of divisions between rural communities means 
that it has seemed highly important for women to be able to form significant 
ties with other women within their marital communities. 

Ties with women from the same natal community—ties important 
enough that they may have been responsible for the marriage introduction— 
constitute one such resource. It is illustrative that in one village where I have 
been able to follow changes over time, the period when activity in the 
women’s movement peaked was also the period when there was an active 
women’s head who drew explicitly and effectively on ties with a handful of 
young and middle-aged married women from her own natal village. 
Ordinarily—and in the same village at other times—it has been possible to 
have the formal structure of a women’s movement but little involvement on 
the part of village women beyond minimal compliance (at most) with offi- 
cial calls to attend meetings. There was a conspicuous peak in involvement 
during the brief term of this women’s head (before she unofficially migrated 
toa city), based on her active work in drawing women into activities—in this 
case, the “two studies, two competitions”—including many women who had 
not previously been involved in this village. During the terms of the preced- 
ing two women’s heads, no women from that village were active in the 
women’s movement. With her selection as women’s head, she was able to 
draw three others into active involvement. Two participated actively in the 
“two studies, two competitions,” including one who had formerly been 
women’s head in their shared natal village and a third who was then under 
consideration for a responsible position in the marital village. 

Women from the same natal village share informal (and often kin) ties that 
can constitute a resource for building networks for individual and group ben- 
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efit, direct and indirect. While the number of such contacts may not be great 
in quantitative terms, their absolute presence is a qualitative difference that 
adds another dimension of connectedness on which otherwise isolated 
women can draw. This is especially the case if it is not realistic to think of 
changes in residence (“small daughter-in-law,” uxorilocal, or intravillage mar- 
riage) that will break down patrilocality and the consequent androcentry of 
rural communities. 


Networks Crossing Community Boundaries 


Women’s kin connections remain spatially distinct from those of men—they 
are dispersed, contingent, and transitory. Conceivably, any effort to locate 
women’s kinship in the spaces defined by patrilocality (including those in ap- 
parent opposition to it) may be misguided, and a different approach to the 
question of women’s place in the countryside may be required—one that 
moves from an emphasis on community to an emphasis on networks crossing 
community lines. A further case is suggestive. 

A pathbreaking instance of independent success in the early reform era 
was that of a woman who married out of her village in a variant of patrilo- 
cality in 1983, after having met her husband while both were working in a 
township-run factory in her own township. He has nonagricultural registra- 
tion but was unable to give it to her, so she followed the usual practice of ac- 
quiring his mother’s rural registration in a village in another township.°” She 
remains registered there but has lived informally, with her husband, in her 
own natal village where both run small businesses from a premise neighbor- 
ing the local highway. She has a sister and a brother and has not in any sense 
entered into a uxorilocal marriage, with its attendant disadvantages, al- 
though she has enjoyed having her mother care for her children (as her 
mother-in-law might otherwise have done). She and her husband have in- 
formally been able to take advantage of the superior commercial location 
available in her natal village. She had been an unusually successful seam- 
stress, training other local women (including her younger sister) as appren- 
tices and providing training classes for women in the village through the 
women’s organization, before retiring to shopkeeping when sewing became 
less attractive. She has long been one of the local models of economic success 
and of sharing expertise with other women that is advocated in the country- 
side. Essential elements in her ability to do this have been her own technical 
and entrepreneurial ability, as well as her ability to move unconventionally 
across community divides and to reside where her networks and opportuni- 
ties are strong. 
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A few more women could be cited as now managing to cross the divides be- 
tween rural communities that were formally so deep and limiting for women 
and that still remain significant barriers, although the others of which I am 
aware have been less conspicuous. One woman managed to remain in her 
natal home years after marriage and the birth of a child, in order to retain her 
good job in a factory in her natal village. While staying with one’s natal fam- 
ily prior to birth of a child or for short visits thereafter is unexceptional in this 
area, a move to the marital home is expected prior to the birth of a child. This 
woman was aware of pushing the limits further, with a supportive and pow- 
erful natal family, although she did not expect to be able to extend this 
arrangement beyond the marriage of her younger brother. The fact that she 
was able to retain her attractive factory position was also exceptional, since she 
would normally have been expected to give this up upon marriage, even if 
marrying into a nearby community. 

Another young woman newly married into a village that has never em- 
ployed a woman as a teacher, despite having several married women in the 
community who had been teachers in their natal villages, arranged to con- 
tinue teaching in her nearby natal village, again crossing a border of employ- 
ment usually not crossed. These and a few other cases indicate that some mar- 
ried women are now finding it possible to move more flexibly through the 
countryside than they have been able to do in preceding decades. As restric- 
tions effected by the household registration system continue to be dramati- 
cally reduced, women will be creating more complex and mobile relations to 
place through marriage and work than hitherto possible. 

Given the importance of kin ties, this flexibility may still advantageously in- 
volve networks in which a woman’s natal kin and natal village are critical re- 
sources, but these are constructed and accessed in fundamentally different 
ways from those in which men build and use localized communities. Women’s 
kinship consists instead of a distinctive combination of mobility and net- 
works. As the barriers defining rural! communities become more permeable, 
there may be viable border-crossing alternatives to change in postmarital res- 
idence that can open opportunities for work and for organizing to rural 
women. Three villages can do no more than raise questions: How do women 
move through the barriers between communities? How could reducing obsta- 
cles to women’s mobility enable women to build stronger and more effective 
networks? 
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Early Twentieth Century 
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N THE 1908 NOVEL XIN SHITOU JI (New story of the stone) by Nanwu Yeman, 
Tine cultural icon Lin Daiyu is reinvented as an empowered overseas student 
and teacher. Rather than die when Baoyu marries Baochai, she leaves the 
Grand View Garden, studies abroad, and becomes a professor in Tokyo. Baoyu 
rushes to Tokyo when he learns she is there only to find that Daiyu has shed 
her former persona along with her Chinese dress. No longer pathetic and ro- 
mantic, the new Lin Daiyu is more interested in scholarship than romance. 
When Baoyu enrolls in the Datong school, she informs him that the ethos of 
the new citizen (guomin) requires abandoning all sentimental talk of love and 
feelings. 

Nanwu Yeman’s novel embodies the late Qing belief in the transformative 
power of overseas study, the source not only of modern shipyards ae a 
Westernized ara but of a new nxatnanty y of Chinese woman 


a theater script publis ed in the Shuntian shibao ishontian daily) in 1907 re- 
eated the recurrent litany of tropes describing the 

MEREERE fore voicing the solution to this host of evils Study abroadse 

Current Chinese and Japanese secondary literature upholds the conviction 


_ 
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voiced in these various sources that the late Qing overseas study movement 
represented a crucial moment in the unfolding of Chinese women’s history." 
This chapter focuses on the significance of the Chinese female overseas ex- 
perience in Japan in terms of changing understandings of gender distinctions. 
I analyze how the nei/wai (inner/outer) dichotomy functioned as a shifting 
continuum rather than as a rigid binary in the writings and activities of the 
overseas students iby examining I their experience abro 


Shared Spaces: Tokyo as a Social Community 


x Students who traveled to Japan to study transgressed two layers o 


“Sn Depen ing on 


ing arrangements in Tokyo, the students transgressed the first of these bound- 
aries to different degrees. Many were companions to male family members 
who transported the constraints of the inner chambers with them to Tokyo. 
Others were envoys of their provincial governments with a limited degree of 
autonomy. The most independent g - upporting s 3 students. 

The Chinese femal 
three phases et Sic ga corseaponded to the he first 
extended fron i ific 


women who traveled abroad during this period were generally accompanying 
their husbands, brothers, or fathers. He Xiangning (1878-1972) first provided 
the funding for her husband Liao Zhongkai’s studies at Waseda University in 
Tokyo and then followed him there in the winter of 1902. Fang Junying 
(1884-1923) went to Japan in 1902 shortly before her younger brother Fang 
Shengtong but lived with him once he arrived. Chen Xiefen (1883-1923) fled 
to Tokyo from Shanghai with her father, Subao editor Chen Fan, after the 
Subao Incident of 1903. One important exception in this period is Qiu Jin, 
who arrived in Kobe on July 12, 1904, not with a male family member but with 
a female Japanese mentor Hattori Shigeko. 
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The second phase of female overseas study was from 1905 to 1907, a pe- 
riod marked by the beginning of official overseas study as provincial govern- 
ments, with Hunan at their lead, began sending groups of students to Tokyo. 
Tang Qunying, Wang Changguo, and Zhang Hanying, who were all active in 
China’s suffrage movement in the early Republican period, were part of this 
first group of Hunanese students. Chinese women became more involved in 
social and political movements within the overseas student community dur- 
ing this period. 

The final stage in late Qing female overseas study in Japan extended from 
1907 to 1911. This was the period with the most students in both the inde- 
pendent and government-supported categories. Whereas the peak years for 
male overseas students were 1905 and 1906, for females they were the years 
between 1907 and 1910. This period saw the participation of Chinese students 

in activities related to the 1911 Revolution and in China’s nascent suffrage 
~~ movement.’ 

The women who traveled to Japan to study during these three phases were 
wi among the first Chinese females of elite background to travel abroad. Women 
se of high social standing generally refused to leave the Chinese nei, and the first 

female overseas students in the late 1800s were generally poor women who 
Cn had been educated in China and then sent overseas by foreign missionaries.® 
There are a number of indications of the elite status of the students who trav- 
eled to Tokyo in the early twentieth century. These included the generally high 
social status of male students who many women accompanied, government 
guidelines for students that encouraged them to dress simply and leave their 
q\) Si maids behind, and the relatively high cost of enrollment in a Japanese school.’ 
on Crossing national borders made it possible for the young women who lived 
ne in the Chinese overseas student community in Japan to also cross the gender 
pe ie and inner/outer divides in a way that would not have been possible in the 
‘3°, mainland, The degree of gender integration in Tokyo was even greater than in 
he Chinese overseas community in the United States where students were 
more dispersed and coed socialization was often orchestrated.” 

Wang Lian, who arrived in Tokyo in 1902 from Hubei province, described 
her journey from China to Japan in terms of a gradual naturalization of her 
relations with men. At her first stop in Hankou, she was uncomfortable with 
the idea of traveling with male companions. By the time she got to Shanghai 
she was a little more accustomed to her male fellow travelers. On the boat 
from Shanghai to Kobe as she shared meals with male passengers and allowed 
them to help her embark and disembark along the way, she felt even more at 
ease. Once settled in Tokyo, Wang was even less conscious of gender differ- 
ences, She viewed the ten or so friends of both sexes who visited her every day 


like brothers and sisters who treated each other with mutual “respect and 


a 
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dave.” Wang contrasted this feeling of naturalness with “the barbarian Chinese 
custom of not letting males and females see one another.”'' When male stu- 
dents from her native Hubei graduated from the Kébun College and the Mil- 
itary Academy in Tokyo and were about to return to China in 1903 Wane gene | 

_ aspeech at their farewell g gathering demonstrating how integrated she hi 


ang Lian’s speech honoring her male colleagues suggests, men and 
women shared certain physical spaces in Tokyo, a reality that contributed to 
the eel as of g | eae mnie — this zteilegee group of Chi- 


mon of these physical sites was the Zhongguo liuxuesheng huiguan (Chinese 
overseas student hall), a two-story building founded in 1902 in the Kanda sec- 
tion of Tokyo that had a bank, bookstore, auditorium, and reception hall on 
the first floor and classrooms where Japanese language was taught on the sec- 
ond floor.'> Qiu Jin attended Japanese classes and weekend discussion ses- 
sions, and she gave lectures at the huiguan. In the monthly journal she 
founded, the Baihua bao (Vernacular journal), she also reported on debating 
sessions regularly held at the building on Sundays.'* Political meetings at- 
tended by both male and female members of the overseas community, such as 
one organized in April 1903 to coordinate resistance to the Russian advance in 
Manchuria, were also held at the Zhongguo liuxuesheng huiguan.'> Meetings of 
female organizations were frequently held in this space as well. The Zhongguo 
liu Ri niixuesheng hui, for example, first met at the huiguan on September 23, 
1906.'° Similarly, the seventy to one hundred females who attended the first 
meeting of the Zhongguo liu Ri niixue hui (Study society of Chinese women 
studying in Japan) on March 5, 1911, gathered at the huiguan.'” 

Other shared public spaces include the Kinki kan where Sun Yat-sen had 
given lectures and where the initial meeting of over five hundred overseas stu- 
dents protesting the Russian encroachment in Manchuria was held on April 
29, 1903.'* Qiu Jin and probably other female students also attended discus- 
sions at Kobun College where Huang Xing had organized a Doyékai (Saturday 
club) for college students from Hunan. One of the lectures Qiu Jin delivered 
at the club was the famous “Jinggao Zhongguo erwanwan nii tongbao” (Ad- 
vice for the two hundred million women of China), published in the second 
issue of Baihua bao in picid a '? Qiu also gave an important speech at 
the Fujimi building 1905, in response to the Japanese gov- 
ernment’ iain kisoku) that imposed increased 


srestnictions on the Chinese students in snl In her speech, Qiu encourage 
female students to go on strike and leave their dormitories.*” Given the posi- 


‘a 
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tive response she received (seventeen students left the Jissen dormitory alone), 
we can surmise that a number of women were in the audience. 
In addition to meeting places 


any of the young women who lived in the community with husbands, 
brothers, or other family members lived under the same constraints they 
would have been subject to in China, their fate remaining lar 


e Xiangning, for example, moved out of a school 
ormitory setting in 1903 and, with her husband Liao, rented rooms first in 
the Ushigome and then the Koishikawa sections of Tokyo.”' Finally, at the re- 
quest of Sun Yat-sen, who hoped to use the Liao-He household as a front for 
his revolutionary activities, the couple moved again to the Kanda area where 
many of the overseas students lived. In their home in Kanda, He hosted and 
became acquainted with the radical students associated with Sun Yat-sen. She 
formally joined th the first woman to 
do so, in her own household in 1905.?° 


Fang Junying, for example, li er brothers the revolutionary martyr 
Fang Shengtong and Fang Shengtao (1885-1934), her widowed sister-in-law 
Zeng Xing, Zeng’s son Fang Xianchu, Shengtao’s wife Zheng Meng, and, from 
1908, Shengtong’s wife Wang Ying (1889-2), This was another “revolutionary” 
household where all but Xianchu were members of the Tongmeng hui and 
where Shengtong, Zeng Xing, and Junying would formulate their plans for up- 
risings aimed at overthrowing the Qing dynasty.’° 


As the example of the Fangs suggests, in addition to sharing spaces with 
male students in Tokyo adil lesan el ey 


On April 29, 1903, for example, when male students announced the founding 
of the Ju-E yiyong dui (Volunteer corps to resist [the Russian advance in 
Manchuria]) members of the female organization, the Gongai hui (Humani- 
tarian association) responded with a call to organize a parallel women’s or- 
ganization. Hu Binxia, the association’s founder, first took the podium, fol- 
lowed by eight other students—Chen Yan’an, Wang Lian, Qian Fengbao, Lin 
Zongsu, Cao Rujin, Fang Junji (cousin of Fang Junying), Hua Gui, and Gong 
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Yuanchang—all of whom pleaded for their female compatriots to join the 
struggle against Russia. Together with four other women, these nine joined a 
wing of the Japanese Red Cross, the Tokushi kangofu kai (Association of de- 
termined nurses)?” Similarly, in 1911, the Zhongguo liu Ri niixuesheng hui was 
organized in response to the formation of the Liu Ri Zhongguo guomin hui 
(The association of Chinese citizens studying i in Japan) by patriotic male stu- 
dents on February 26, 1911.78 ducational co ns of female overseas. 

_ students were also occasionally ad sed in tandem with those of male stu- 

dents. In 1907, for example, the . T con- 
sortium oF pa schools with programs for Chinese students, | 


it protests TOHOWINY ve Japar 


tions conso i and as lo en- 


courage only serious Chinese enroll in programs in Japan by ex- 
nding the length of short-term courses to three years. Nineteen schools, in- 
cluding the Jissen women’s school, constituted the consortium,” 


These shared spaces and parallel organizations reflected a new configura- 
tion of gender relations which was both product and source of a shared com- 
mitment to national and reform issues in the early-twentieth-century overseas 
student community. Previous identities and notions of gender separation 
were not completely unsettled by the new W spatial and social arrangements in 


As had oem ie case in the neler centuries, women intent on project- 
ing their voices and concerns ea the inner sphere depended on the me- 
‘ emale students who consistentl 
and discurs 
aces establishe ir male colleagues. While women did publish 
their own journals in Japan, one of the most important forums for their ideas, 
particularly in the first phase of the overseas study experience, was the main 
overseas student organs. One of these journals in particular, Jiangsu, became 
the most important platform for the female overseas students, in part because 
the Gongai hui used it as its forum. With the exception of Chen Xiefen’s 
Niixue bao (Journal of women’s studies), which was published i in Japan from 
October of PA was 04 that women began publishing 


the Zhongguo xin Magazine of ike new Chinese 
wanete a enbitehly published between February 1907 and July 1907 for six is- 
sues and run almost single-handedly by Yan Bin? 

Whether they were writing in male-run or female-run journals, Chinese 
women in Japan did not call for the abandonment of the sphere of nei in favor 
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ith rare exceptions, 
appealed t 


as allies in the struggle to recover the rights women had 
tices They defined their new roles in terms of an expansion rather 
than a denial of familiar familial roles, a merging of long-standing domestic 


and new national responsibilities. 
vho had described how natural interactions between anale and 


female students were in the overseas community, | 


amilies. Whether a man became a.corrupt offic cial or a great hero was largely 

ow dependent on_the influence of his wife or mother.*# Cao Rujin, who had ar- 
rived in Japan from Jiangsu province at the age of twenty-four with her elder 
brother, Cao Rulin, invoked what would become a familiar trope in the na- 
tionalist discourse up through the 1930s. She claimed the family was a micro- 
cosm of the nation and that in loving their families women had already dis- 

played their love for the people and ue nation 


2 oer Oiu Jin, who had bandeaed her 
own husband and children, called on women to encourage their husbands to 
work for the good of the community, their sons to study abroad, and their 
daughters to get an education in order to strengthen the nation.’ 


Divergent Agendas: Japan as a National Model/Cultural Mirror 


rences proved harder to overcome, however. 
In the national mirror that Japan became for all reform-minded Chinese in 
the late nineteenth and early —— centuries, China’s epee backward- 
*\ ness was c 
\\ @, while its ¢ 


Neteweetaces was 
” These different images marked the divergent primary agendas 
which the male and female students set for themselves: whereas the male over- 
seas community was most consumed with the need to overturn some 260 
years of Manchu rule, the females confronted the more burdensome task of 
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ending thousands of years of cultural oppression cruelly inscribed in the bod- 
ies of women. 

The gendered representation of China’s cultural decrepitude which had the 
most profound impact on the overseas student community was a Chinese dis- 
play booth planned for the 1903 Osaka Exhibition. On March 8, 1903, two 
Japanese newspapers announced that the “Races of Man Pavilion” (Renlei 
guan) would have displays of peoples of China together with the Ainu, abo- 
rigines of Taiwan, and peoples of the Ryuku Islands, Korea, India, and Java. 
One of the objectives of the exhibit was to highlight premodern customs. In 
the case of China, these customs were exemplified by twenty-one Chinese 
women with bound feet (xiaozu niizi), one smoking opium. The Chinese dis- 
play was ultimately cancelled due to Chinese opposition. Howeve 


in one of its exhibits and had two “small-footed women” serving in the 
pavilion’s tea shop.°* 

While I have not yet found any direct references to the exhibition in the 
writings of the female students, they were certainly aware of the controversy 
yr >that was discussed in the same oversea Zans in which their own es- 


xk 


“ek says were published 


possibly an oblique reference to the exhibition controversy, an author writing 
in Zhejiang chao under the name Tai Gong criticized Chinese women for 
“dolling themselves up in the inner chambers and wriggling about all their 
days like playthings on exhibit in a zoo.” 

These negative images of Chinese women refracted through various lenses 
in Japan were sharply contrasted with positive representations of Japanese 
women in the Chinese reformist discourse of the period. The most commonly 
compared value was literacy, While the arts of reading were often practiced in 
private, Japanese women were celebrated for the access to new public roles 
which literacy provided. As early as 1891, journals published in China com- 
mented on the high levels of enrollment in Japanese girls’ schools“ and con- 
trasted China’s low rates of female literacy with those in Japan 


being, according to the early reformer Song Shu 
“Tow raced" Kang Tongwei bemoaned the fact that despite its “sagely teach- 


ings, physical Reauty, and sypana ye territor y” China did not measure up to | 


42 


Early views of educated Japanese women from afar were reinforced by the 
impressions of Chinese who traveled to Japan in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. All commented that Japanese women were both literate 
and publicly visible. Those who investigated the state of education in Japan, 


for example, commented that they were surprised to see women of lower 
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sin their arms."* Early ie students such as 


world affairs.”"! A poem ¥ written by a certain Chen Daohua about his impres- 

~ sions of daily life in Tokyo in 1908 (zhuzhici) described neat and pure female 
students of the famous Japanese educator and founder of the Jissen school, 

— Shimoda Utako (1854-1936) in their “white shirts and violet skirts,” circulat- 
lic and releasing the scent of a new literate culture."® 


At 5? that Chen emphasized in his poem uasARSe single gat sharp contrast 
10 Chinese women who tended to marry young."° Chinese female writers re- 
peatedly remarked on the tendency among Japanese women to get an educa- 
tion before marrying or to not marry at all. The author of a 1904 essay in the 
Niijie zhong (A tocsin for women) described how a friend of hers, a teacher 
in a Tokyo upper-level elementary school, studied for hours every evening to 
prepare for a Ministry of Education examination after having taught for six 
hours during the day. The author pointed out that this dedication and inde- 
pendent spirit provided an important contrast to Chinese women. While 
young Chinese married at approximately age twenty (a relatively 
high estimate) in elementary school were generally not 
_ married, and those who had graduated from a feinale Marches eat 
school, higher normal school, or university were predominantly unmarried. 
The author commended not only the diligent women who followed the life 
of the mind but the system that endorsed it by treating teachers as respected 
officials. Because of this system, she wrote, 


ression was sup- 
ished in education journals of the period that 
showed, for example, only approximately 44 percent of Japanese female 

sch 
In an article written to encourage more Chinese women to study abroad, 
Chen Yan’an, one of the first Chinese women to graduate from the Jissen 
~ school, also focused on Japanese women’s educational accomplishments. “It 
has only been thirty years since the Restoration,” she wrote, “and already the 
e o sound of females a can be heard eI the nation.” Accordin g to 
07? hen, these | ; 1era tion, 


ee"'complained that Chin vomen di 2 <aapencsg in a 
exam ad é external matters, were 
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Wang explained at the send-off meeting for her male colleagues in Tokyo, “I 
didn’t study much, and it was not until I got to Japan that I realized all Japan- 
ese females could read, all could write letters and peruse the newspaper.” 

Tai Gong, writing in the Zhejiang chao article mentioned here, also com- 
pared Chinese and Japanese women, admiring the latter for their public roles 
and integration into society, “Female education in Japan is almost exactly the 
same as for males,” Tai Gong noted. 


Morning and evening they wander the city streets in the midst of busy traffic. 
Out of ten people, four are male students, three female, and the rest are mer- 
chants and members of the lower level of society. The female students all wear 
purple skirts, hold book bags, and walk in groups of three or five. How can they 
be compared to females in our country?*! 


In addition to being models of liveracyblabaieas wommenuyene alseumodels 
- of social organization. The overseas student journals reported on the activities 


of a number of Japanese women’s organizations which served as a sharp con- 
trast to the more disparate female community in China. One of the organiza- 
tions the Chinese students most admired was the Japanese Red Cross. In a pe- 
tition to Prince Zaizhen, a member of the Qing imperial family, female 
students in 1903 bemoaned the fact that China was one of the only nations in 
the world that did not have its own Red Cross organization. They urged the 
prince to imitate the Japanese empress, who both attended Red Cross meet- 
ings and helped fund the organization.” An article that linked the expansion 
of women’s rights to the establishment of women’s organizations announced 
the establishment of a women’s clubhouse (fujin kaikan) by Japanese female 
educators. The clubhouse provided facilities for the Fujin kydiku kai 
(Women’s educational society), the Fujin eisei kai (Women’s hygiene society), 
and the Joshi kyéritsu jizen kai (Women’s philanthropic society). These organ- 
izations held lectures and meetings, and entertained foreign guests. Their ex- 
istence illustrated the progress of women’s rights in Japan and supported the 
claim of a Mrs. Somerset from England that “the twentieth century would be 
the century of female autonomy” with women becoming educators, politi- 
cians, and diplomats.** 

Chinese overseas students also admired Japanese women for their estab- 
lishment of patriotic women’s organizations. Members of the Liu Ri niixuchut, 
founded by female students in Tokyo in 1911, declared that their role models 
included Red Cross workers in Europe and members of the Japanese Aikoku 
fujin kai (Patriotic women’s association), an organization established by Shi- 
moda Utako in 1901. Just as the Aikoku fujin kai had it own journal, the 
Aikoku fujin founded in 1903, the Liu Ri niixuehui also published its own 


we 
4’ 
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organ, the Liu Ri niixuehui zazhi. According to an article in this journal, mem- 


bers of the Aikoku fujin kai were anonymous heroines intent on eliminating 
Of 


» augural Statement” to the Liu Ri niixue hui zazhi wroté; “for several Bauder’ 
years, women in our country were simple and honest. Their livelihood de- 
pended on others. Their duty was to serve. They did not know what the na- 
tion was. Moreover, they did not know what the relationship between women 
and the nation was.’*? Before women could begin to address the current po- 
litical issues that consumed the male overseas student community, they had 
first to redress centuries of cultural oppression that had rendered them de- 
pendent, voiceless, and ignorant. 

Some female writers tied this oppression to foot binding, a practice that 
they variously claimed had endured for nine, fourteen, or fifteen centuries.*° 
They described their mandate not in terms of establishing women’s rights 
but of recovering rights that had existed in ancient time 


and that it wi 
©? Overwhelmingly, however, 
ionas the force that would release 
npower them as 
i, Just as they emphasized female literacy in their 
admiring descriptions of Japanese women, they considered the lack of edu- 
cation to be the source of Chinese women’s backwardness. Chen Yan’an 
claimed the primary objective of the overseas students was to put an end to 
“four thousand years of no education for girls and women,” Huang Lingfang 
decried the two-thousand-year lack of female education in China, and Yan 
Bin described how Chinese women had been forced to keep to the old teach- 
ings for several millennia. To overcome the neglect of women’s learning in 
the Chinese cultural tradition, these authors claimed it was necessary to im- 
itate foreign nations.” For this particular group of overseas students, Japan 
would serve as their site of transformation, the place where Chinese women 
would be educated, uplifted, and rendered capable of fulfilling both their 
personal and national destinies. 
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A New Women’s Culture: 
The Japanese Women’s School as a Site of Transformation 


While the overseas students pointed to education as the crucial aspect of Chi- 
nese women’s transformation, there was an inevitable blurring of national, 
cultural, and educational agendas in their writings and activities. They be- 


|e ; IY 


. The providers of this eadeason’ in Japan—many of whom were e driven 
= pan-Asian concerns—also combined these various agendas but with a very 
different understanding of nationalism, culture, and the private or public ends 
to which female education should be put.” This resulted in a series of tensions 


concerning the kind of site of transformation Japan should be. 

ions were clearly uppermost in the mind of Jissen school founder, 
the woman responsible for the education of the greatest num- 
emale students. At the first graduation ceremony for Chinese 


He students in 1904, Shimoda made it clear tha 3, not polis aa 
v . 
ave the y objective of overseas study in J: She stated in her address that 


opular 


within newly defined boundaries of nei. The first was Sear ae 
slitssinashaaldaumitagss the Jissen dormitory, which was located on the 
second floor of the school building above the classrooms, reception room, 
dean’s office, and kitchen.®' The intensive classroom schedule at a more seri- 
ous school like Jissen also made it easier to regulate the students’ lives. Before 
1908, the general course consisted of twelve classes with thirty-six hours of 
classroom time a week. After April 1908 when the school revised its program 
and introduced the Gaikoku rytigakusei kitei (Foreign student regulations) 
largely in response to the Torishimaru incident, it not only established three- 
year rather than one-year programs but also extended the hours of study. The 
new regulations also imposed stricter requirements on the Chinese students. 
To qualify for admission to the school, they had to have a guarantor and an in- 
troduction from the embassy. They could only leave the school if accompa- 
nied by a dormitory dean or teacher, and their activities in the dormitory were 
closely monitored.” 
Despite the strictness of these regulations, as the discussion earlier on social 
community has shown, the female students did become involved in political 
and social activities outside of the school. As I’ve written elsewhere, the over- 
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whelming majority of Chinese women who would become publicly and politi- 
cally engaged in this pe ks studied in Japan, most in the classrooms of Shi- 


moda’s Jissen school. perhaps Shimoda’ is the 
best-known example, but there were many others, including He Xiangning, a 


close collaborator of Sun Yat-sen’s from 1903 until his death; the women who 
would be at the forefront of the suffrage movement in the early Republican pe- 
riod, Lin Zongsu, Tang Qunying, Zhang Hanying, and Wang Changguo; and 
Fang Junying. Fang, one of the earliest graduates of the Tokyo joshi kété shihan 
gakké (‘Tokyo upper-level normal school), was among the most radical students 
before the 1911 Revolution. Together with Qiu Jin, Chen Xiefen, and others, she 
received instruction from a Russian nihilist at a weapon-making factory in 
Yokohama, and she also joined an assassination squad (mousha tuan) organized 
by Wang Jingwei (1883-1944) in 1908. In 1909, she went to Hong Kong, where 
she served over the next two years as part of the rearguard for a series of at- 
tempted uprisings and assassinations in China.°° 

Thes se women clearly ignored their teacher’ s injunctions against involve- 


e to adapt the cultural agenda of pan-Asian inspired teachers like Shimoda 
to their own political ends was the uses to which they put the Japanese lan- 
guage. In order to conceal their plans for the uprising that led to Fang Shen- 
tong’s death as a revolutionary martyr, Fang Junying and her coconspirators 
communicated in Japanese.” He Xiangning put forward a scathing critique of 
the political cowardice of Chinese women at the time of the intrusion of the 
Joint Expeditionary Forces into Beijing in 1900 (an interpretation that sharply 
contrasted with Shimoda’s) by making reference to a Japanese journalistic ac- 
count of the incident, the Hoku Shin kansen ki (Observation of the war in 
northern China).°” And the money Qiu Jin and others made from translating 
works from Japanese into Chinese was quite likely to have been funneled into 
revolutionary activities. 

The historical record has tended to focus on women like Qiu Jin and He Xi- 
angning because of their role in the unfolding narrative of China’s revolu- 
tionary history. The significance of the overseas female study experience can- 
not be reduced to these women’s political contributions, however. While not 
denying their importance, | would like to shift our attention to the broader 
cultural meaning of female overseas study in Japan. To do so, it is necessary to 
highlight the educational component of the nationalism-culture-education 


nexus that defines this experience. I would argue that, Se 
p | the overseas study movement was not in the decidedly wai sphere 


of nationalist politics—women were refused the vote in the early Republic, for 


134 Joan Judge 


this newly developing aie had implications for Chinese culture in Se 
and women’s culture in particular in the twentieth century. 


ton In their often sasentialized view Wo female nature, he over- 
seas students believed that women’s roles had to be extended not only from 
the family to the nation but from the domestic to the professional spheres. 
The student Gong Yuanchang wrote that women were equal to men and de- 
served to be granted equal rights. Because of their distinct nature, however, 
they would have different duties. “Duties result from natural endowments,” 
Gong wrote, and each sex had its special strengths. While 


in ed ucation a nd the ins é rts? For the overseas students who did pursue ca- 
r returning to China, these careers were in fields that served as ex- 
tensions of women’s long-standing roles as nurturers and instructors of the 
next generation: medicine and, most commonly, education.” 


The conviction that teaching was be seatiny us the-fermale-fendemlediitione 


sent its first group of government- spo sored students to the Jissen school in 
late July 1905, for example, the majority of them (thirteen) enrolled in the 
regular short-term normal course whereas seven chose the short-term hand- 
icraft normal course.”! During the peak years for female students in Japan, 
1909-1910, of the sixty-seven students who graduated from the Jissen school, 
the majority were from the teacher-training or the new nursery-training 
course,”” 

LnteEvIE Vas wit 


Zhu Jingyi had come to Tokyo 
from Hunan province to study after her brother convinced her that.Japan was 
acaderaieally the most ee: nation in East Asia. Zhu explained in an in- 


1¢ had only had the op- 


physical education, singing ion. Her ambidien 
was to tae her new aqlaies vith dneducalec women on her return to 
China.’? Huang Guohou, who was also from Hunan province and the top stu- 
dent in her class at the Jissen school, explained in an interview that she had 
been able to develop her own thinking in Japan, particularly on the subject of 
education in China. She said she would surely contribute to the field of 
women’s education when she returned to China.” 
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As these interviews suggest and the school enrollment figures indicate, the 
overwhelming number of returned students who pursued careers became 
teachers.”° As either founders of girls’ schools in their hometowns or teachers 
in one of the many girls’ schools founded in the last years of the Qing dynasty 
and the early Republic, they became the first career women in China.” Out of 
the twenty Hunanese students who entered the Jissen school in 1905, for ex- 
ample, twelve out of the twenty graduated and three of those twelve started 
their own schools.”” One of them, Li Qiaosong from Pingjiang county, became 
the principal of a private school, the Qiming niixuetang (Enlightenment girls’ 
school) in 1908.”* While this issue awaits more systematic analysis, there is an 
abundance of anecdotal evidence of this kind. Six young women who had 
studied in Japan became teachers at one of the three Chuanxi suo (Institutes 
of teaching and learning) established by Jiang Hanghu in Beijing from 1905. 
The Beijing waicheng niixue chuanxi suo hired a graduate of the Japanese Bi- 
jutsu gakké, a Miss Wang, to teach drawing. The Beijing neicheng niixue 
chuanxi suo also employed graduates from Japan.” 


tuden ‘d Shimoda’s injunction ag 


Wo 


inst becoming 

lved in polit s teachers on their re o China. Qiu Jin, for ex- 
ariplé taught japatiees language, science, and hygiene at the Xunqi Girls’ 
School in Nanxun, northern Zhejiang, shortly after her return to China in 
1906. She also managed the Mingdao niixue (Girls’ school of the enlightened 
way) and founded a physical education school for women later known as the 
Datong tiyu xue tang (Datong physical education school), both in Shaoxing. 
Qiu further assisted in establishing in Shanghai a school for students who 
had ended their studies in Japan, the Zhongguo gongxue (Chinese public 
school).*’ After the establishment of the Republic, Fang Junying returned to 
Fuzhou where she became the director of the Fujian niizi shifan xuexiao (Fu- 
jian female normal school). Even when Fang was not in a formal teaching po- 
sition, she devoted herself to instructing the children of her friends and fam- 
ily.“ Chen Yan’an, who was involved in radical nationalist activities while a 
student in Japan, directed a kindergarten and an elementary school in Beijing 
after her return to China.” 

Returned students were also involved in the writing and production of text- 
books for the new schools for girls and women. Sun Qingru, a graduate of the 
Shina jo gakusei bu (Chinese female student department) of the Seijo gakké 
(Women’s school), wrote a textbook entitled Niizi shifan jiangyi after she re- 
turned to China. The textbook was approved by the Ministry of Education in 
1909.58 


new euitnren was athe istentionally and unintentionally nurtured iy Japanese 
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1.”** She ed that students = lived in the Jissen 
dormitories learn to take care of themselves. Chinese girls who were accus- 
tomed to being served were required to get up at 5 A.M. and to sweep their own 
rooms, halls, and bathrooms.® Many of the students not living in the dormi- 
tories also learned lessons in domestic self-sufficiency. When He Xiangning 
agreed to let Sun Yat-sen use her home as one of his political bases, she was 
forced to engage in an unusual revolutionary activity—cooking. This made it 
possible for her to run the household without the help of a Japanese maid who 
might have com promised the Ton meng hu?s activi hf 


: iss Liao ‘iio taught at a Zhili women’s school after returning 
rom Japan, for example, insisted on bringing her female students to a gradu- 
ation ceremony at the local army school because she believed this experience 
would increase her students’ respect for the army and invigorate a martial 
spirit. The school principal, who believed the sexes should not mix, opposed 
the idea. When Miss Liao brought her students to the ceremony nonetheless, 
she lost her job.*? 

The historical significance of this new feminine culture can be established 
by tracing the impact the returned student-teachers had on women in the 
early Republic. Wang Zheng’s study of the May Fourth era provides a number 
of examples of young women who were strongly influenced by their Japan- 
educated teachers. All of career revolutionary Huang Dinghui’s (1907-) ele- 
mentary school teachers in Liuyang, Hunan, had studied in Japan as had the 
principal of the Zhounan Girls’ School where she later studied, Zhu Jianfan, 
and his wife.** At the famous Shanghai Aiguo niixuexiao (Patriotic girls’ 
school), the future educator Chen Yongsheng (1900-1997) received training 
in a Japanese-style education from her teachers, who had all studied in Japan. 
Later, as a teacher herself, Chen worked at a school in Guangdong where the 
principal, the elder sister of He Xiangning’s husband, Liao Zhongkai, had also 
studied in Japan.*? 

In addition to the instruction these teachers imparted, they also provided 
their students with 1 new = of womanhood. M ' 


mM stor) They ae raised thelr students’ awareness of gen- 
der issues and the need to struggle for sexual equality.” The more dramatic 
figures in the history of female overseas study, Qiu Jin and He Xiangning in 
particular, joined the ranks of icons like the legendary warrior Hua Mulan 
(c. 500). They served as inspirational lienii for later generations of young Chi- 
nese women.”! 


ni vie) Educated separately, the overseas female sudenite aenethdlies hated certain 


vetere 


eri, 


ve 
ane 
wltee 
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Language and Autonomy 


n the early twentieth century 


sanctioned in the | 


‘physical spaces with men in Tokyo. In these diverse meeting places and liv- 
ing spaces, they began to question long-standing notions of the gendered 
order and joined their male compatriots in addressing the political and ed- 
ucational concerns of the overseas student community. The female students’ 
understanding of normative femininity was further altered through their 
observations of Japanese women who served as a cultural mirror that both 
reflected an image of a degraded and isolated Chinese womanhood and pro- 
jected a new Japanese model of femininity based on a publicly empowering 
literacy. While few of the overseas female students reached the level of the 
idealized professional Japanese woman, many learned important lessons in 
self-sufficiency while abroad. It was this newly acquired autonomy that al- 
lowed a number of them to use the language (both literal and metaphorical) 
that their experience in Japan had taught them, whether as radical activists 
or self-supporting educators. 

The students used this new language to decry the more extreme manifesta- 
tions of women’s isolation in the sphere of nei—foot binding : 
Rather than advocate completely erasing 


hese women who had transgressed the 
aries from nei to wai with such apparent ease in traveling to Japan 
staked out a new position for themselves from within physical and discursive 
spaces that had been established by men and formed segregated organizations 
with gendered mandates. Most significantly, they continued to view new fe- 
male roles in essentialized terms. They encouraged women to serve the nation 


orce by cultivating the $ as nurturers an 

e § continued to inhabit was less — 

a well-defined physical location than it was a state of mind, an essential com- 
ponent of their gendered habitus. The historical significance of the overseas 
female experience in Japan lies in the ways that experience altered this habitus 
through the incorporation of new nationalist aspirations, cultural insights, 
and educational ambitions. What made these women “new Lin Daiyus” in the 
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spirit of Nanwu Yeman’s heroine was not their entrance into spheres of action 
explicitly coded as wai but their capacity to shift the parameters, without com- 
pletely undermining the social and cultural meaning, of the realm of nei. 
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Playing with the Public 


Late Qing Courtesans and Their 
Opera Singer Lovers 


Catherine Vance Yeh 
ws a ee — 


I" THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY, the top-ranking Shanghai courtesans rose 
to become a new type of public personality. With their brazen public be- 
havior, business practices, and lifestyle, they were able to garner attention and 
create amused controversy. In treaty-port Shanghai, the low social status that 
courtesans had in Chinese society ceased to prod them to self-censorship and 
restraint and even seemed to free them from existing constraints binding 
other groups of women. Here, the leading courtesans became stars in the new 
media and were instrumental in setting new fashions and forms of behavior 
in the public realm. 

A core feature of this new lifestyle was the creation of an ever more clearly 
marked “private” or “personal” realm beyond their professional sphere. This 
" became visible in their efforts to separate their public role as entertainers and 
“fovers,” and the love affairs that they carried on outside their business, in- 
creasingly thought of as belonging to the private sphere. The former included 
relations with clients and patrons, which were part of their business of enter- 
tainment, unfolded in the spaces assigned for it, and might but did not neces- 
sarily have a sexual component. The latter would be “unofficial” love affairs 
away from their business; they took place in a space and time marked as pri- 
vate and did not involve the kind of business considerations dominating cour- 
tesan entertainment. 

While the traditional concepts of nei (domestic) as the space reserved for 
females and wai (public) as the space reserved for males had an impact on the 
secluded way in which courtesan establishments were set up, they are not 
useful for the study of the Shanghai foreign settlements. The conquest of the 
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public realm by the Shanghai courtesans, with their high public visibility in 
the city, and the coverage they received from the Shanghai press were new de- 
velopments. These hinged on the premise that the authorities would not in- 
tervene. It is against the backdrop of their new professional and public role 
that, in an equally innovative move, they carved out an urban private realm 
they claimed as separate from their entertainment business and ruled by their 
own private interests. 

The division between the two is most sharply visible in a new interpretation 
of time and space by the courtesans. For their own private love affairs, they set 
apart from their professional activities a marked time and space. The new 
space for love was created on the one hand by reinterpreting public space such 
as theaters, parks, and restaurants, not only as new business premises but also 
as space for private endeavors. On the other hand, they also explored new 
types of spaces such as siyu (private dwellings) as the site of their private love 
affairs. In creating the time for love, the intersection between professional and 
private was even stronger. It appears that they marked the late night for their 
own pursuits. This new reassignment of time and space challenged the cul- 
tural basis of courtesan entertainment where the role a courtesan plays in the 
game of courtship was deemed as her all-encompassing persona. 

With the construction of this new private sphere, the courtesan in effect re- 
defined her life as having both a private as well as a professional realm. This 
separation highlights its modern character when compared with the nei (do- 
mestic) versus wai (public) traditional construct. While her professional life 
already cuts across that demarcation line, in her pursuit of the private, there is 
no sense of a domesticity that contributes to a collective identity. The fact that 
the public perception of her role is precisely that of a lover makes the creation 
of the private, with its space and time dimension, all the more provocative and 
shocking. 

This private realm was not private for long, however. Much of the informa- 
tion we get on this transformation comes from Shanghai’s men of letters. 
Working as literati turned salaried journalists and editors in Shanghai's rap- 
idly developing media industry, they readily publicized their opinion on this 
new trend. Their reaction was mixed. While they admitted a great deal of ad- 
miration for the courtesans, their unease and moral outrage at this new de- 
velopment was directly forthcoming. They were not neutral observers. The 
Shanghai yangchang caizi (Shanghai settlement intellectuals) saw their tradi- 
tional privileged social position erode in this city, with its commercial spirit 
and financial might. Nowhere was this more striking than in the attitude of 
the Shanghai courtesans toward them. Instead of being, as tradition had it, the 
objects of the courtesans’ devotion and the natural candidates for being their 
lovers and potential husbands, the Shanghai wenren found themselves in 
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hopeless competition with rich merchants and compradors as far as courtesan 
entertainment was concerned, To their great consternation, top courtesans 
eventually even went further, picking their private lovers from the likes of 
lowly opera singers or even their chauffeurs. 

Reflecting the rapid shifts in the evolving urban sensibility even on the part 
of the courtesans themselves, this private realm was eventually publicly 
claimed and stripped of its clandestine nature. The courtesans paraded the 
lovers who were not clients in their carriages, their private affairs were as ex- 
tensively reported in the media as their professional entertainment, and some 
courtesans made active use of the new star status of their opera singer lovers 
to enhance their own professional stature and attractiveness. 

The unfolding of this lifestyle with its new concepts of time and space and 
its extraordinary exposure in the public realm reflects the conditions in the 
Shanghai foreign settlements. With the development of the public sphere 
through institutions such as the newspaper or public places such as the tea- 
house, the park, the theater, the wide and clean avenues, and different types 
of private dwellings organized to suit new life arrangements, the Shanghai 
foreign settlements were unquestionably leading modern urban develop- 
ment in the Qing empire; in terms of city infrastructure, the settlements even 
prided themselves on competing with the likes of Paris or London. The de- 
velopment of these public and commercial features together with the city’s 
self-administration offered options for the development of new and urban 
lifestyles. They helped attract sojourners to the city fora life that was not pos- 
sible elsewhere in the empire. Shanghai was the most accommodating venue 
for the high-class courtesan to stage her new lifestyle and explore new emo- 
tional relationships. 

The implied sexual aura of the courtesan’s profession makes their existence 
and influence in the public arena an extremely sensitive issue. Of all the issues 
raised with regard to courtesans’ increasing visibility and influence in the pub- 
lic realm, the social relations of their sexuality is one area not often discussed 
by either contemporaries or later scholars. Yet it was in this realm that they 
initiated one of the most profound social transformations at the time, namely 
a shift in the conception of love. Their blunt insistence on a space for their pri- 
vate feelings opened the doors for the emergence of a new urban sexual cul- 
ture, or culture of love, that was defined as “private.” Historically no such sep- 
aration existed for courtesans, and the development of this private space 
hinged on their establishing, by contrast, a professional and public time/space 
for their entertainment. This new development separated work and love, pub- 
lic and private. It became part of an urban trend that had private love as the 
basis of the nuclear family, and it foreshadows some of the time/space 
arrangements for this new lifestyle. 
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I use here on occasion the term courtesan as a collective to denote a rela- 
tively small group of top courtesans; in reality, of course, even their situation 
was highly diversified. As a group, however, made up of oft-competing indi- 
viduals they had a historical impact, and in this spirit 1 use the term collective. 


The Ambiguous Position of the Courtesans as Public Personalities 


The move of the courtesans from the walled city of Shanghai as well as from 
courtesan centers such as Suzhou to the Shanghai foreign settlements in the 
1850s and 1860s marked a sharp change in their social position and public 
role.' Formerly, the courtesans as a social and professional group were defined 
by a set of well-smoothed-over paradoxes. While it was a courtesan’s profes- 
sion to entertain men of high social and economic standing in a playful sim- 
ulation of social equality with even the most powerful and influential men of 
the empire, she herself belonged to the very low social rank of yueji or yuehu 
(entertainer in bondage) and was considered jian (low caste). Before the Qing 
period, the courtesan was either a slave belonging to the court (or a private 
family) or an inmate of a courtesan house controlled and taxed by the court 
office jiaofang si. Early in the Qing, this office was abolished and with it offi- 
cially organized courtesan entertainment. The courtesan profession became 
entirely private, and courtesans became the inmates of privately run courte- 
san houses and brothels that continued to serve an elite clientele.’ As there was 
no clear legal protection for them, both the courtesan establishments and 
their inmates depended largely on the unstable protection of local power 
holders. As their profession dictated, their services were accessible only to an 
elite group in a secluded environment. In this way, they were simultaneously 
both in the center and at the margins of society. 

There is a traditional trope of the “beauty overturning a kingdom,’ and sto- 
ries abound where ministers remonstrate with their ruler to take care of gov- 
ernment rather than spending his time and energies in the inner quarters. 
This criticism, however, did not extend to the courtesan profession. It was well 
established socially and culturally, and considered sufficiently contained and 
even beneficial to social order, that the state set up official and exclusive cour- 
tesan houses for its bureaucrats. The Qing abolishment of this institution did 
not seriously undermine the social acceptance of courtesan entertainment. 
The courtesan was part of the cultural ambiance of the literati, and there was 
a well-established symbiotic and sympathetic relationship between the two. 
The courtesans’ own projections of their persona and their close and often 
very emotional contacts with men from the lettered elite helped create a rich 
body of legends and literary depictions. This body of literature sets out to ac- 
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cord to the courtesans a high cultural as well as moral status that effaces their 
low social position. 

However, neither the new public persona the courtesans sported in the for- 
eign settlements in Shanghai nor their new private sphere was part of the tra- 
ditional image. The shift came first with the availability and accessibility for 
the courtesans of public places in the foreign settlements, an opportunity they 
did not let go by as it offered new avenues both for their business and for their 
private amusement. Once the courtesans moved into the public space of the 
settlements’ avenues, squares, parks, and theaters, the days of privileged male 
elite access were gone, and so were the old rituals and routines, As those who 
lost most in this shift, the pen-wielding men of letters began to ask what “pub- 
lic” the courtesans were wooing, how public they would become, and who was 
entitled to enjoy the entertainment they provided. 

The courtesans’ move to the Shanghai foreign settlements changed, among 
other things, the power relationship between them and the lettered elite. 
Wounded and dismayed by this behavior, the Shanghai wenren censured the 
prevailing vulgarity by bemoaning the loss of the great tradition personified 
by the Jiangnan courtesans of the late Ming.* Beneath the general irritation on 
the part of the late Qing writers, the issue was very much what kind of lover 
these two groups of courtesan had taken. The reputations of the late Ming 
Jiangnan courtesan and of the late Qing Shanghai courtesan rest on two dia- 
metrically opposite scenarios. The former, who is central to a real literary in- 
dustry of late Qing nostalgia, represents ultimate cultural refinement and 
moral integrity. The latter, who also figures prominently in late Qing writing, 
has become the glowing emblem of the collapse of moral order and the cor- 
rupting powers of the Shanghai treaty port’s commercial spirit. 

The two scenarios do share one common feature, however: the strong indi- 
viduality and self-determination shown by the famous courtesans of both pe- 
riods in their own lives, and in their literary representations, in recklessly and 
passionately pursuing their ideal lovers. The difference is in the type of lover 
they pursued, and this difference accounts for the divergence in their reputa- 
tion among literati. The late Ming courtesan sought out outstanding members 
of the literati class as ideal lovers and potential husbands.‘ The Shanghai cour- 
tesan defied this tradition and, in some cases, the institution of marriage alto- 
gether; instead she chose the beautiful man of popular fame but low social sta- 
tus, the Beijing opera star, as her romantic counterpart. 

As the men of letters imposed their reconstructed cultural memory on the 
scene of Shanghai courtesan entertainment, the response of Shanghai courte- 
sans seems to have been very negative. Also flamboyant and self-conscious in 
staging their public persona, the Shanghai courtesans largely turned their 
backs on the Ming tradition and thwarted the expectations of the literati. 
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They became legends in their own right and on their own terms; upholding 
the spirit of commercial culture of Shanghai port city, they did not follow the 
high ideal of the literati as the late Ming courtesans had done, but an ideal of 
personal pleasure they saw as separate from their professional success. They 
discarded the literati ideal of the courtesan in favor of one much more in tune 
with the attitudes of Shanghai’s businessmen, their main clients. The profes- 
sionalization, commercialization, and economic success of their entertain- 
ment gave them the confidence to claim the privilege of a private space and 
time in which they insisted that they were entitled to follow their own whims 
and passions. 

The influence the courtesans had with the public was very much based on 
their visibility and exposure.> They performed in the new female storytelling 
halls, sang in the new all-female opera performances known as maoer xi, rode 
in their carriages with clients to view the scenic spots of the foreign settle- 
ments, and accompanied clients to the theater, to the parks, or to dinner par- 
ties in restaurants. This degree of public exposure for a female figure in gen- 
eral and a courtesan entertainer in particular was unheard of in the rest of the 
Qing empire and made them a unique sight of the Shanghai foreign settle- 
ments. 

This exploration of public places by the courtesans initially had been driven 
by business considerations but quickly took on another dimension—namely, 
the courtesans’ self-staging. The settlement culture with its glorification of 
money and its conspicuous spending was very much a culture of public dis- 
play. Parading their newest fashions and knickknacks before the curious eyes 
of the public became a way of life for the top courtesans. Their names were 
published in the newspapers; entertainment papers sprung up to make money 
off their fame by giving them and their activities exclusive coverage. As a re- 
sult, some of these courtesans became well-known public personalities who 
could expect to be recognized on the street or in the theater. 

Courtesan entertainment was a thriving business in the Shanghai settle- 
ments. Relationships between the madams and the courtesans here lost much 
of their former legal and social constraints and were reduced largely to finan- 
cial obligations and joint efforts to make their business thrive. In this envi- 
ronment, many of the courtesans, instead of pursuing marriage as the tradi- 
tional way out of the bondage into which their parents had sold them, bought 
themselves free with the money they themselves were able to amass. This kind 
of transaction, which was called “buying oneself out” (zishu), was unheard of 
prior to 1870.° They would then set up their own business or join a courtesan 
house under a free contract that guaranteed them a share of the overall prof- 
its. Their new public personae gave them considerable stature, as the plethora 
of remarks and criticisms about their public behavior attests. The linkage of 
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this public stature (or notoriety) with their new financial standing shaped 
their self-assessment. 


The New Candidate for Lover 


Courtesan houses were strongly focused on the entertainment business, and 
courtesans repeated that focus in their public performances. Their success and 
their new status in the settlements also offered them a new option, namely the 
development of a private and personal realm. For courtesans to realize this 
opportunity, social acceptance had to be secured and new spaces had to be 
created. The first sign of this claim of a separation between business concerns 
and private desires was having a nonpaying lover, which was called keeping a 
“graciously supported guest” (enke). In the early days, these relationships were 
kept secret. For top courtesans there was a potential conflict between enter- 
taining clients and having a lover on the side; the efforts to keep the latter a se- 
cret signals the courtesan’s attempt to keep her business intact while also fol- 
lowing her private desires. Had her clients and especially the man who 
committed himself as patron found out about the existence of such a lover, 
she would have found herself in the awkward situation of being in effect the 
sponsor of this other man, who himself was unable or unwilling to finance the 
costly life of a courtesan. 

The men chosen by the leading courtesans as their lovers, however, were not 
impoverished brilliant men of letters but most often opera singers. This 
choice exacerbated the problem dramatically. Becoming involved with an 
actor had been a taboo of long standing in the courtesan community, as ac- 
tors were at the lowest of all social ranks, even beneath the courtesans. There 
seems to have been a custom that an actor would bow when meeting a cour- 
tesan;’ this was based on the assumption that one day a courtesan might 
marry and become a concubine of a man of good family (liangjia), while ac- 
tors remained in the slave cast (nuji) and were forbidden to marry a girl from 
such a liangjia. An actors’ descendants, furthermore, were for three genera- 
tions after abandoning this profession banned from participating in the Im- 
perial Examinations.* During the Ming and Qing periods, young actors were 
trained to also serve powerful patrons as male prostitutes (xianggong).? 
Against this background, the courtesans’ choice enraged connoisseurs and 
clients; it was unthinkable for them to share their privileges with a courtesan 
and then stand by idly as the courtesan shared those privileges with an actor. 
As long as the lover was kept secret, the face of the patron was, at least to a 
point, saved. But given the attention focused on these new stars, the newspa- 
pers, including as we shall see the Shenbao, could not forfeit such sensational 
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news, and given the growing self-confidence of these courtesans, they made 
less and less effort to keep their lovers in the closet but began actually parad- 
ing them around. In short, the secret was quickly in the open. Finally, this 
choice was seen as a debasement of the courtesan high cultural tradition. As 
many courtesans eventually were married to men of wealth or from good 
families and as it was assumed that this was all these women aspired to, this 
brazen behavior of the top courtesans put in doubt their suitability for this 
traditional role, not to mention their willingness to strive for it. 

In Shanghai, the actual social status of actors was undergoing a momentous 
transformation, a transformation that eventually would propel some of them 
into national superstar roles in the coming decades. In the Shanghai foreign 
settlements, theater began to flourish after the Taiping War. As part of the 
emerging star system, the Shanghai theaters were organized from the begin- 
ning according to a different principle than the tradition long established in 
Beijing. Shanghai theaters owned their own basic troupe but invited lead 
singers from Beijing and Tianjin, who were singled out from the troupe to 
which they belonged. Coming as guest performers to Shanghai to lead the 
theater’s program for a certain period, these singers were rewarded with ex- 
tremely high payment.'? Their work was then backed up by ample publicity 
and additional financial rewards. In this process, Shanghai set the stage for yet 
another new public personality, the actor as an individual star, and for the 
emergence of the star system. 

The rise of the lead actor into stardom coincided with the Shanghai cour- 
tesan’s interest in actors as lovers. Increasingly, the lead actor shared the lime- 
light in the entertainment world with the courtesan. While he was thus enter- 
ing the fray with a newly gained sense of his own importance, the power 
dynamics between the courtesan and the actor still gave the courtesan the ini- 
tiative, since it is she who would see him perform in public and be the one to 
choose and pick. Actors, on the other hand, still were barred from entering 
courtesan establishments because of their inferior social status. 

The new system of inviting actors to Shanghai thus ensured a regular sup- 
ply of new talented singers. By the 1890s, it had become such a fashion among 
the top Shanghai courtesans to have an opera singer as lover that the enter- 
tainment newspapers could report on a fierce competition among the courte- 
sans to catch the lead actors. The winner could claim that she had what it takes 
to be a leader in the world of courtesan entertainment." 

It is said that the fashion of going after actors was set by two of the most fa- 
mous courtesans of the 1870s, Li Qiaoling and Hu Baoyu.'? When Li Qiaoling 
took the unusual step of marrying Huang Yueshan, one of the most famous ac- 
tors at the time, Wang Tao, the main authority on the early years of Shanghai- 
foreign-settlement courtesan entertainment, lamented, “Alas, such a downfall 
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for a leading courtesan! All her sisters in the same profession have nothing but 
scorn for her |for marrying an actor].”" 

Not all courtesans shared this attitude towards actors, and certainly not Hu 
Baoyu. Her love affair with the female impersonator Shisan dan became leg- 
endary. When she was pursuing him, she reportedly was already having an affair 
with another actor, Kang Heier. But it was her affair with Shisan dan that made 
her famous (or infamous). According to one of the earlier biographies on Shang- 
hai courtesans published by the Shenbao guan in 1884—a story quoted and clab- 
orated upon in many later collections of courtesan biographies—Hu Baoyu fell 
so deeply in love with Shisan dan that she abandoned her courtesan business in 
Shanghai to pursue him when he left for Beijing. Taking one maid with her, she 
took the steamship to Tianjin, where he came to meet her. At the time, this was 
an extraordinary way for a woman to proceed. It created quite a stir and was 
promptly reported in the Shenbao. When he fell out of love with her (or the other 
way around) and she had to return to Shanghai and reopen her business, the 
news of her return again made it into the news.'* Reportedly, her business soon 
became even more prosperous than before.'> According to a later biography, the 
reason for the affair’s demise was that it caused Shisan dan to be jeered at by his 
companions and male patrons, and so he quickly abandoned Hu Baoyu.'° 


Shanghai New Space for Amorous Pursuits 


The Theater 


With the opening up of different types of public places such as parks, theaters, 
and Western-style restaurants, together with easily available transportation 
and more importantly, a Western-style city management that did not exclude 
women from these public places, Shanghai had by the end of the nineteenth 
century became a space for what might be called “private love” (as opposed to 
family-arranged marriages). The pursuit of this type of love affair involved a 
variety of persons and a variety of reasons. A pair of runaway lovers could 
come to the foreign settlements of Shanghai, and they would be able to find 
private living quarters for rent with very little community interference; in the 
city, courtesans who married rich men and did not want to join their extended 
families and live under the power of the main wives could rent apartments in 
the foreign settlements and set up their own households; to carry out their 
love affairs, courtesans and opera singers often rented a third dwelling for 
their meetings. Thus, together with its public places, it was the cultural and 
civic structure of the city that formed the foundation to create this new type 
of space for “private love.” 
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By far the most controversial public place in Shanghai was the theater, be- 
cause it was open to women. By contrast, Beijing's theaters admitted women 
only after 1900, in the aftermath of the Boxer Rebellion and the invasion by 
the Allied forces.'? From the very beginning, women attended the theater in 
the foreign settlements. This was reported in the Shenbao from the time the 
newspaper was founded in 1872. The trend might have been started by cour- 
tesans, since courtesan guides from that time noted that it had become part of 
their business to accompany clients to the theater. 

The courtesan’s forming private love relationships with opera actors they had 
first admired onstage highlights the Shanghai theater as a public place. With 
their audiences of both sexes, Qing officials saw these theaters as a threat to pub- 
lic morals. The issue was brought to a head in 1874 with the case against the 
wusheng (martial) actor Yang Yuelou, who had married the daughter from a 
good family with the consent of the mother but against the later objections of 
her extended family. He was sent to the district town prison, tortured, tried, and 
sentenced to exile and hard labor in Xinjiang, while his bride was married off to 
some old man as a concubine.'® Needless to say, the young woman had fallen in 
love with him while attending his performances at the Dangui chayuan theater. 

Shortly thereafter, Shen Youdan, the Daotai of Shanghai at the time, tried to 
issue a public order prohibiting women from attending the theater. It was 
never officially put up because all the theaters were located in foreign scttle- 
ments and prior consent of the foreign authorities was required. This he had 
not succeeded in securing and without that consent, the order was not en- 
forceable. Thus only the draft of the order was published in the Shenbao.'” The 
article quotes the Chinese judge sitting at the Mixed Court, who stated that 
this order was also not enforceable because theater was one of the important 
business locales for the courtesans; to ban them from attending (and deprive 
the clients at the same time of the chance to enjoy themselves in their com- 
pany) was not a solution to the problem. 

At the same time, the Shenbao carried a public and controversial discussion 
on the pros and cons of women attending the theater. An article entitled “On 
Prohibiting Women from Going to the Theater” argued that at least half the 
women in the Shanghai foreign settlements were courtesan entertainers or 
prostitutes. Even if the order was intended to affect women in general, the 
courtesans still would go to the theater as part of their business; they would use 
their influence to prompt the foreign authorities to be lenient with them. If it 
was directed only at women of good family, and the aim was to shame them 
from going out of fear of being taken for courtesans, by what means could 
these women be identified? And who was to decide which woman was from a 
good family and thus was breaking the law? How was the court supposed to 
handle such a caseload every day? Furthermore, the author argues that theater 
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can be a very educational place where women can be taught Confucian values. 
The problem of women falling for the beautiful actors occured only because 
the lives of these women were so sheltered that they were inexperienced. Once 
they had become regular theatergoers, this problem would be solved.”° 

In a Bamboo twig ballad published early in 1874 in the Shenbao, two weeks 
after the other articles about women attending opera performances, the 
amorous dimension this theater experience was supposed to have for women 
was detailed. Entitled “A Bamboo Twig Ballad on Women Attending the The- 
ater” (Funii kanxi zhuzhici), it relates the story of a famous opera troupe in- 
vited to town (Shanghai is not explicitly mentioned) and all the women get- 
ting extremely excited and sending their maids to secure the best places. The 
most attractive clothes are laid out the night before, but the excitement robs 
the women of their sleep. They rise early to see what kind of a day it will be, 
then follow a meticulous makeup and dressing routine. Once at the stage (or 
theater), all these women do is to look at each other and compare their outfits 
and ornaments as they enjoy the attentions of men. They then compare these 
dashing unknown young men with their husbands, who are neither fashion- 
able nor handsome, and bemoan their bad luck. As the show goes on, the heart 
and mind of each of the women gets more and more confused and dazzled. 
When she reaches home, her longing and regret strain her looks, and her fan- 
tasy of an amorous affair makes her despair and become sad. The poem ends 
with the warning that it would have been best never to have entered the the- 
ater, for it is nothing but the realm of emptiness.?! 

In Shanghai the theater was a daily affair, and the interaction between male 
and female, audience and actor was part of an evolving urban lifestyle. The 
Shanghai theater with its audience and even actors from both sexes thus was 
a unique public place of private contention, especially among women, with 
the visiting actors from Beijing being the main target. 

It is a signal of the public attention these affairs received that they were at 
times even reported in Shenbao, which in turn magnified their importance. 
One of the first cases so reported involved Li Qiaoling and Hu Baoyu, and, as 
I have mentioned, they were later blamed for starting the trend of courtesans’ 
pursuing actors. The paths of these two courtesans now and then crossed un- 
pleasantly over an actor pursued by both. According a biography of Hu 
Baoyu, the first time was over the wusheng (martial) actor Huang Yueshan. In 
this case Li Qiaoling was victorious as she became his wife a few years later. 
In the second case, the fight was over the dan (female impersonator) actor 
Shisan dan. 

Under the title “A Virago Robber,” the newspaper reported an incident of 
the previous evening when Shisan dan was performing at the Dangui 
shuyuan. Li Qiaoling had taken for herself the theater box reserved by Hu 
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Baoyu, and when Hu confronted the theater manager with this transgression, 
the manager was insolent to Baoyu. In anger, Baoyu smashed a teacup that 
had been prepared for Qiaoling. A few days later, when Baoyu went to the 
Daguanyuan theater also to see Shisan dan, she met Qiaolin, whose husband 
Huang Yueshan was a co-owner of the theater. Qiaoling began to curse Baoyu 
and the two got into a fist fight, ending with Baoyu the loser.”? 

By the 1890s, private love affairs (outside normal business transactions) be- 
tween courtesans and actors were accepted as perhaps undesirable but in- 
evitable. When these affairs spilled over into love affairs between actors and 
concubines of men of good standing however, public reactions were quite dif- 
ferent. As we have seen, the question of public morals and the theater as a lo- 
cale where people of both sexes gathered was a big issue with Qing officials. In 
most cases, the actor and the concubine involved were taken to court by the 
woman's husband, and both lovers were severely punished. Here the basic so- 
cial order was under threat. In fact these concubines might once have been 
courtesans, but because of their new situation, a different set of rules was in 
force.3 By being on the margin of social order, the courtesans had more lee- 
way in designing their private and professional life. 


Parks and Carriages as New Spaces for Love 


The notion that a park could be public came from the West. By the turn of the 
century, Shanghai could boast many such public institutions.” As the rules 
governing behavior in these places had not yet been established and accepted 
within the community, they were a source for conflict. Perhaps surprisingly, 
the Western-style horse-drawn carriage belonged to the same category. As pri- 
vate property, it was clear who was entitled to ride in it. But because the car- 
riage was a transportation vehicle that ran on public streets, the questions of 
how to drive it and how to behave while in it continuously generated conflicts 
and controversies, as in the case of public parks. The boundaries governing 
these new types of spaces were open for definition. The Shanghai courtesans 
exploited these new domains, making them into a public space for private 
love. In the process, they unwittingly were instrumental in defining the rules 
for them. 

When a top-ranking courtesan like Lin Daiyu was caught by a Sikh police- 
man in the dark of the night while making love to opera singer Zhao Xiaolian 
in her carriage on a secluded road, the news made it into the Dianshizhai Il- 
lustrated Magazine. Under the title “The Startling Separation of the Mandarin 
Ducks,” the paper reported (with illustration): 
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In Shanghai there is a jiaoshu (courtesan honorific) Lin Daiyu who is extremely 
skilled in the battle for selecting [lovers] and has the reputation of a woman who 
travels between rivers [has many lovers at the same time]. Although she has en- 
countered many men, there [appear] to be none to match the sexual skills of the 
martial actor Zhao Xiaolian from the theater Tianxian chayuan. Totally devoted 
[to each other], they are as close as if stuck with paint and glue. [In contrast] she 
treats the men of position and consequence as though they are dirt. Recently 
after just recovering from illness and with her health still fragile, she was 
nonetheless as always full of licentious desires. When all was quiet at night, she 
would, in a reverse role, get herself over to his house to continue there where they 
had left off last. 

Two nights ago the two of them left Zhao’s place hand in hand and rode off in 
a carriage driven by the chauffeur Fuyuan to visit the Yu and Zhang gardens. At 
once their sexual desires overtook them, and they gave orders to Fuyuan to drive 
to the shady and quiet lane of Wangjia ku, which is all enclosed by vegetation, 
and there proceeded to make love [in the carriage]. Unexpectedly, a Sikh police- 
men patrolling on horseback saw them and came close to the carriage, yelling 
out that they were under arrest. The two of them got into quite a fright; they 
were obliged to end their lovemaking and were led away by the policeman to the 
police station. 


The story ends with the two lovers on their knees begging for mercy, and the 
police chief taking pity on them and releasing them with a warning that if they 
were caught again they would be brought before the court. The illustration fo- 
cuses on the aftermath, showing the two on their knees in front of a standing 
foreign police officer and the carriage with the chauffeur waiting outside the 
police station. 

Although evidently having fun at the expense of Lin Daiyu, this report re- 
veals to what degree Shanghai’s public space and the Western-style carriage 
were used by top-ranking courtesans like Lin Daiyu as a space within which 
they could conduct their private affairs. After falling in love with actors, they 
publicly paraded their lovers by driving in an open carriage to the gardens, a 
classical route on which courtesans normally took their clients. 

The definition of the public park as a space for private love was even more 
controversial, as we can see from a case involving the courtesan Lu Lanfen and 
her actor lover Zhao Xiaolian. The same Zhao Xiaolian who had once been 
Lin Daiyu’s lover but had been dropped by Lin became Lu Lanfen’s lover. Late 
one evening, Lu Lanfen and Zhao Xiaolian were seen by Zhu Weifu, one of Lu 
Lanfen’s clients, as they were hobnobbing in Arcadia, the Zhang Garden tea- 
house built in Western-style architecture. As this client was very passionate 
about Lu Lanfen, he was extremely jealous. He sent his chauffeur to bring 
some friends, whom he promised to pay handsomely afterward, and they 
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planned to ambush Zhao Xiaolian and beat him up. Meanwhile, Zhao realized 
the danger he was in and sent his servant to summon other actors to come to 
his rescue, among them a martial actor who brought his knives. The park be- 
came a battleground with both sides charging at each other. The fight was bro- 
ken up by the owner of the park and the owner of Tianxian Theater, to which 
the actor belonged. The event, however, was noted by the police as a major 
public disturbance, and they pressed charges against Zhu Weifu and Zhao Xi- 
aolian. In the end, the client had to pay a huge fine, Zhao Xiaolian was repri- 
manded, and the actor who had carried a weapon was sentenced to carry the 
wooden cangue and to be evicted from the foreign settlements upon his re- 
lease. To dissociate herself from this event, Lu Lanfen (who at that time was 
still called Hu Yue’e) changed her name to Lu Lanfen, the name under which 
she now is known.”° 

In this story, the park, a public space normally used by courtesans in the 
course of their entertainment business, was used for Lu’s private affair. One 
might argue that Lu Lanfen was making a point in publicly staging her claim 
for a private life and love realm not shielded from the public eye. Another pos- 
sibility is that there was genuine confusion in defining the demarcation be- 
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tween the public and the private, since these were such new concepts. Her 
client’s reaction upon seeing the pair in the Arcadia meant that he considered 
this a time and space in which she was to be with him. Her taking her lover for 
an excursion was seen by him as a provocation and a loss of face. The fight be- 
tween the two men was thus one over time, space, and face and was caused by 
the installment of a “private” realm by the courtesans. 


Sidi: A New Kind of Love Nest 


A private love affair, finally, needed a new intimate space outside work. Cour- 
tesans, especially those who were famous, initially tried hard to conceal their 
private love affairs from the public. Most often these affairs took place at nei- 
ther the courtesan house nor the lodgings of the actor but at a secretly rented 
place that at the time was referred to as sidi or sifang—private dwelling.” The 
term is meant to contrast with the family house fu or zhai, where an extended 
family resides. Again, it is the Shanghai foreign settlements where such a pri- 
vate space that very much prefigures the later features of the bourgeois urban 
“love space” could be had. As these houses were not cheap, only well-paid lead 
actors and top-ranking courtesans could afford them. Often, much of the in- 
formation about these new spaces comes from sensational events that made it 
into the press for quite other reasons. In the story of a triangle love affair Lu 
Lanfen was having with a businessman who owned a cloth-dying business and 
the martial actor Li Jihong, she resided first with the one and later with the 
other in such a house. The story became known because it ended tragically; 
according to one source, Li Jihong was so jealous of the businessman that he 
brought his friends from the theater to beat him up, and the businessman died 
shortly afterward." 


Inventing the Private Realm 


Top-ranking courtesans such as Hu Baoyu and later Lin Daiyu, Lu Lanfen, or 
Zhang Shuyu might have affairs with actors, but they did not marry them. The 
relationship with an actor as conducted by these courtesans was strictly for 
private passion and pleasure. Although Lin Daiyu, for example, was married 
more than once, it was never to an actor. Marriage remained a decision based 
on social and financial considerations rather than matters of the heart. In this 
respect, Li Qiaoling’s case was a rather rare exception. 
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The establishment of such a private realm of love involved a dissociation of 
the candidates for love from traditional business associations, a recarving of 
space and time to make place for this realm, and an exclusion of the monetary 
concerns which otherwise were very much at the center of courtesan enter- 
tainment. The two different kinds of “love affairs” were clearly separated: the 
client pays and the actor as lover does not. In their roles as entertainers the 
courtesans would often refer to themselves as businesswomen (shengyi lang 
[shang] ren) “doing business” (zuo shengyi) This “professionalization” of en- 
tertainment activities that before had engulfed their entire existence opened 
the space for a “private” realm. Between doing business and getting married as 
a concubine (in their terms, ren jia ren), there now was a third option.”” Tak- 
ing an actor as lover was neither part of the entertainment business nor the 
search for a suitable partner for marriage but was an event solely of her pri- 
vate concern. 

There was, however, a public understanding of the role and expected be- 
havior of courtesans, and the active recrafting of their life arrangement by the 
courtesans in the Shanghai settlements challenged this understanding. A 
courtesan was supposed to be skilled in entertaining a client and in arousing 
passion and desire in him without focusing on her own entertainment, pas- 
sion, or desire. Private love affairs had no place in this concept, least of all with 
men of lower social standing, and the fact that no money was involved puz- 
zled the critics and irritated the clients. 

As the story goes, when Lin Daiyu was attacked for taking actors as lovers, 
she excused herself by claiming that they were (private) medicine for her very 
personal well-being.” In reality these relationships were often more complex. 
When Lin Daiyu married an official with a position in Nanhui county, she 
moved there with him, but she also took her lover at the time, the martial 
actor Li Chunlai, along with her. When her husband found out, he ended the 
marriage.’ Later in the early years of the Republican period, she fell in love 
with Long Xiaoyun, an actor with the Dangui Theater, and openly set up 
house with him as husband and wife. Long became Lin Daiyu’s kept man and 
was completely supported by her. She not only financed their livelihood but 
also hired teachers to educate Long both in Chinese and in a Western language 
so that he could make something out of his life. Using her connections, she 
later found him a post in the military office of the government, but he was 
forced to leave it due to protests from colleagues who had found out about his 
actor’s background. When he returned to Shanghai and found that Lin 
Daiyu’s resources were exhausted, he began an affair with another courtesan. 
According to her biographer, Lin Daiyu regarded his manipulative use of her 
as one of the most painful episodes of her life.” 
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A love affair needs time. To create opportunities for these private feelings to 
be lived out, the courtesans created a time “outside work.” As we have seen, Lin 
Daiyu and Lu Lanfen found a time late at night to meet their lovers. This time 
also fit the actors’ schedule, since it occurred after the evening’s performance. 
Thus, many stories regarding the courtesan and the actor take place late at 
night. Like the public spaces, time was also a difficult category to define in the 
new public versus private context. As the stories demonstrated, the borders 
between the two time zones were still fluid and contested. The late evening 
could very well also be the time a courtesan and her patron spent together. 
When Lu Lanfen and her actor lover went out together, Lu’s client Zhu was 
abroad, and her transgressions were amplified by her failure to accompany 
him on his trip. 

The time/space question was played out in a scene described in the novel 
Biographies of Shanghai Flowers (Haishang hua liezhuan), first published in 
1892. A long-term client unexpectedly arrives at the house of a courtesan and 
discovers his beloved in bed with an actor. This took place within the courte- 
san house, but in a room in the back of the main living quarters called tingzi 
Jian, a small room created out of an enclosed balcony. This architectural fea- 
ture was unique to the Shanghai settlements, and the space was accordingly 
based on a Western architectural tradition. The time was late at night when 
the courtesan thought the client would not be coming. Even after the client 
had appeared in the house, the courtesan continued with the actor, assuming 
the client had gone straight to sleep. 

Two points in this story are of interest to our discussion. The courtesan 
seems to have treated her bedroom as a business premise reserved for clients, 
while the small room in the back of the house—a room with only a spare bed 
without curtains—was considered by the courtesan as her private space 
where she could act as she pleased.» Furthermore, the time being late at 
night, the courtesan assumed her duties for the day were over, and this was 
her private and leisure time. Through a reinterpretation of the space within 
her business premises and of her duties in terms of time, the courtesan in the 
story was silently pushing for a redefinition of the borders defining her pro- 
fessional life. 

In the novel, a remark by the courtesan indirectly reveals the public per- 
ception of high-ranking courtesans taking actors as lovers. In her attempted 
self-defense, the courtesan claims that it was completely implausible for her to 
have an affair with an actor, for that was the common pasttime only of the 
most successful and famous courtesans. They could be “looking for some fun” 
(zhao le zi) because they were powerful enough not to care what clients 
thought of their virtues as professional entertainers. Having an actor lover had 
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in fact become a sign of success for the courtesan.** This new personal free- 
dom was based on the increasing independence of the top-ranking courtesans 
both in financial terms and in terms of their own growing social status, while 
their use of this new freedom also enhanced their standing. 

The creation of this private time/space was instrumental in the develop- 
ment of a private sphere of life away from work for courtesan and actor alike. 
As we have seen, this arrangement was soon picked up and developed by cour- 
tesans, who moved out of their courtesan houses to share a flat with a patron 
who had become their exclusive lover for the time being. The courtesans’ pri- 
vate love forays into spaces considered “public” such as the parks opened these 
spaces for their eventual use by others. By the Republican period, they had be- 
come the preferred and romantic place of private encounters between young 
urban lovers who had no private apartment to withdraw to and therefore 
chose public anonymity in the shade of trees and the darkness of night. At the 
same time, meeting in public meant that they were keeping things largely 
within the limits of propriety. 

One might think that the notion of private space was connected to a desire 
for secrecy that for the dwellings is actually indicated by the term si. As an en- 
tertainer, a top-ranking courtesan would seem to want her reputation pre- 
served and to appear fully devoted to those who paid for her services. It was 
standard practice of that period for a changsan courtesan to have one patron 
at a given time, and the financial obligations of this patron were substantial. 
A patron who discovered that the courtesan had a secret love on the side may 
feel obliged to leave her if for no reason other than to save face. The rapidly 
changing urban society of the foreign settlements and the new position of the 
actor, however, changed this logic. For the courtesan to show herself in public 
with her actor lover—now a rising star, adored by theatergoers and in general 
the object of passion for female and male alike—ended up in enhancing her 
own standing and attractiveness. As she must have been fully aware of the 
risks involved, the fact that she made no efforts to keep things a secret attests 
to the rising public acclaim of the actor. 

The newspapers, and in particular the entertainment papers, generally con- 
tinued to view such relationships as scandalous, but they did have news value. 
Their reporting might have ruined some chances for the courtesans, quite 
apart from giving the journalists a chance to vent their anger at being mar- 
ginalized in the favors of the courtesans, but obviously the courtesans’ self- 
confidence and income as entertainers were solid enough for them to take this 
risk. By then they had learned that sensational press reporting would not nec- 
essarily hurt them even if it was critical. The benefits of being seen as having 
caught a lead actor would increase one’s status in the world of courtesans and 
possibly even among clients. As one contemporary observer exclaimed in dis- 
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may, “Courtesans are numerous; if one does not take an actor as lover, she can 
never distinguish herself from the crowd.” 


The Shanghai Way of Life 
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while his party was on, she did not have obligations to other clients but was 
making love with an actor."® There was no outcry. A few months later the 
paper even defended a courtesan star’s antics."' 

Why did the opera actors rather than other groups of men qualify as the 
preferred lovers of the top courtesans in Shanghai between the 1880s and the 
early 1910s? Opera actors were men of great public attraction, and their sta- 
tus within the new urban theater scene in Shanghai was growing. To catch 
such a prize was a challenge and a triumph, apart from greatly contributing to 
the fantasy image of the courtesan. For the courtesan, the criterion for choos- 
ing a lover obviously was different from that pertaining to a patron. Actors 
were often considered very handsome and well built, yet their social standing 
hardly qualified them to make trouble when dropped. 

Underlining this choice of the courtesan was a new understanding of the 
question of class and status. For some of the late Qing intellectuals, it was 
shocking that the courtesans failed to take into consideration that their choice 
of actors for lovers was, in the eyes of society, self-degrading. In their eyes, the 
class and status of a woman was defined and redefined according to her asso- 
ciation with a man. By choosing the actor in the full knowledge of this as- 
sumption, the courtesan in fact sported and personified the new modern no- 
tion of free love, which in its ideal form is based not on family approval or 
income and status consideration but on one’s feelings. By choosing the actor, 
the courtesan signaled not only a new time/space construction but the com- 
ing of a new lifestyle in which the traditional rules governing the relationship 
between a man and a woman were challenged. 

While we have a great deal of evidence indicating that top courtesans of this 
time found it fashionable to pursue actors as their private lovers, rare are the 
sources explaining to us in straight words what made these men preferable. 

Ky «, One document, noted down only in 1928, allows us to have a glimpse at the 
Fs x“, emotional choices open to courtesans, and their ensuing strategies. 

r oe The position of love and marriage in the life of a courtesan was structured 
ery much like that of the rest of society. [twas difficult for courtesans to _re- 
fuse a proposal of marriage from a man of good family with sound financial _ 
backing, Although their feelings toward the man are important, many courte- 
san biographies show us that emotions were not the decisive factor. The deci- 
sion involves money, social -pesition;and,;-if they are in bondage toa madam, 
the madam’s-opinion_as well. On the part of a man who wanted to marry a_ 
courtesan, the consideration was exactly opposite. The marriage to his main 
wife had been arranged by the parents, and many social and financial matters 
had gone into this choice, but little of his personal feelings. As the courtesan 
was to become his concubine, this marriage depended entirely on his feelings 
toward her. The courtesan’s passion and sexual fantasies were marginal to the 
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fact they could get in Shean hacen 
Vuwo quotes one client who, during the late Qing, had aske 


a courtesan, “Why an actor?” Her answer: 


In our profession as courtesans, we have seen a lot of people and we are not keen 
on getting close to anyone. The most important thing for us is whether we are 
“birds of the same kind” [with a lover, having mutual understanding]. Only then 
do we offer our body and heart. But among the wealthy clients today, even though 
they hold high positions within the state, are wealthy, and come from prominent 
families, on average, when seen from outside, we are unimpressed by their 
parochial manners; and when seen from within, we are again unimpressed by 
their meager airs, Thus it often happens that they are inferior to the actors. There- 
fore, with them, we only go for their wealth, but cannot give them our hearts!" 


The love for an actor is thus defined as a matter of the heart. The dilemma 
between social and financial considerations, on the one hand, and love, on the 
other, is nothing new; what is new is the way the Shanghai courtesans went 
about resolving it. By straightforwardly creating separate time and space for 
their business and matters of the heart, they insisted on continuing as profes- 
sional and highly paid entertainers while enjoying the leeway and freedom of 
a private life of private passions. 
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Unofficial History and Gender Boundary 
Crossing in the Early Republic 


Shen Peizhen and Xiaofengxian 


Madeleine Yue Dong 


MONG THE VERY FEW WOMEN whose names are remembered from the early 
Acne Republic are Shen Peizhen and Xiaofengxian. They belonged to 
the two most visible groups of women in Beijing in the early years of the Re- 
public, suffragists and prostitutes. In both cases, their notoriety resulted from 
their interactions with male politicians in Beijing. Shen went to the nominal 
capital city with her comrades to demand political rights for women; Xi- 
aofengxian moved to Beijing from the south to take advantage of the flour- 
ishing entertainment business, where the most generous customers were offi- 
cials of the new republican government. 

On the surface, suffragists and prostitutes appear quite different. Suffragists— 
daughters and wives of elite families—were educated “new women” (iweixin 
niizi), some of whom had studied overseas. Most prostitutes came from poor 
families and entered their profession to make a living. However, while their class 
backgrounds were quite different, Shen and Xiaofengxian both became public 
figures because of their direct or indirect involvement in politics. Shen was a po- 
litical activist whose work put her in constant contact with well-known politi- 
cians. Xiaofengxian's political activities, on the other hand, came through her re- 
lationship with Cai E, the famous general who led a rebellion against Yuan 
Shikai’s monarchical restoration. 

Despite their similar involvement with political men, Xiaofengxian eventu- 
ally was adulated as virtuous and admirable, while Shen Peizhen was satirized 
as an unseemly woman. The different historical representations of these two 
women certainly had to do with their personal qualities but also reflected their 
contrasting positions in the gendered spatial order. They presented themselves 
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in arguably two of the only urban spaces outside of the domestic where 
women and men mingled: the newly created political spaces and the brothels. 
But while Shen’s actions altered gendered spatial relationships, those of Xi- 
aofengxian confirmed them. 

At issue in these differences is what constituted the public in the new Re- 
public, and what the public meant in terms of gender relations and for women 
who had historically been consigned to domesticity. The appearance of 
women in spaces where they mingled with men challenged gender definitions 
as well as concepts of what constituted public space and stimulated extensive 
coverage in the newly emerging mass media. Media reports were obsessed 
with the mere sight of women in public spaces and their personal styles and 
behavior. In both the more formal newspapers that claimed to carry political 
discussions and in the popular readings that focused on private lives of emi- 
nent figures, representations of Shen and Xiaofengxian emphasized their rela- 
tions to a gendered spatial order. It appears that the women’s challenge to spa- 
tial propriety was more threatening than the potential consequences of their 
political agendas. 

In addition to newspaper articles, sociological surveys, government docu- 
ments, and other materials that historians conventionally study, this chapter an- 
alyzes representations of Shen Peizhen and Xiaofengxian in the popular genre 
yeshi (unofficial history),' in particular, Cai Dongfan’s Minguo yanyi (Unofficial 
history of the Republic) and Tao Hancui’s Minguo yanshi yanyi (Unofficial 
erotic history of the Republic).? Yeshi makes direct connections between the 
new Republican regime and gender relations by creating a narrative in which 
male politicians’ relationships with women form the core, providing a rare op- 
portunity for examining popular understandings of the connection between 
political and gender boundaries. Serving as the basis for storytelling, stage plays, 
and, in later times, movies and TV dramas, yeshi has a profound impact on so- 
ciety. Yeshi adopts historical chronology as an organizing frame but elaborates 
using anecdotes, gossip, and contemporary common sense. The genre thus cn- 
ables the historian to move beyond state policies and elite discourses to access 
more popular perspectives on political events and social changes.’ 


From Shen Peizhen to Sun Beizhen 


Once the Chinese Republic was established in 1912, women activists who had 
fought for the birth of the new regime pressed for citizenship with full politi- 
cal rights. After repeated petitions to leaders of the Republic, including Sun 
Yat-sen, the women were frustrated by indifference to their demand and 
turned to more radical measures, especially when the 1912 Provisional Con- 
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stitution contained no clause on equal political rights between the two sexes. 
In March, the Hunan activist Tang Qunying led more than twenty women to 
a meeting of the senate, demanding that delegates discuss the issue of women’s 
political rights. They ignored orders to sit in the auditors’ section, took seats 
instead among the delegates, and argued loudly. Failing to locate the senators 
on the following day, they broke windows, fought with and injured guards, 
and took documents. Several days later, more than sixty women went to the 
senate again, this time carrying weapons. The gate was closed to prevent them 
from entering the building, and soldiers were dispatched to protect senate of- 
fices. On April 1, the provisional senate announced its election law, stipulat- 
ing that only men who were twenty-five years or older were eligible for elec- 
tion into the senate. 

In early April, Sun Yat-sen resigned from his position as the provisional 
president of the Republic. When Yuan Shikai assumed the presidency and 
moved the government to Beijing, the women followed. On August 13, Tang 
Qunying, Wang Changguo, and Shen Peizhen attended a meeting of the Rev- 
olutionary Alliance to discuss consolidating five political parties into the Na- 
tionalist Party. The program of the new party did not include equal rights be- 
tween men and women, which enraged the three women members. Wang 
Changguo mounted the stage and hit Song Jiaoren, claiming that she was 
“venting anger on behalf of 200 million fellow women.” At the Nationalist 
Party’s inaugural meeting on August 25, 1912, at the Huguang huiguan, in 
front of several hundred representatives and three to four thousand specta- 
tors, including forty to fifty women,‘ female activists physically attacked Song 
Jiaoren again for eliminating the equal rights clause from the program. A vote, 
taken amid chaos, ended with little support for the women. This result was re- 
peated on November 6, 1912, when the senate again discussed the women’s 
petition. The suffragists’ cause was vastly outvoted, effectively ending the early 
Republican women’s suffrage movement.> 

Media responses to the women’s activities ranged from serious discussions 
of the issues to satires that ridiculed their efforts. Starting with Kong Hai’s ed- 
itorial, “Doubts on Women’s Rights to Political Participation,” Minli bao pub- 
lished a series of articles debating the issue. Justifying his points with the the- 
ory of evolution, Kong Hai argued that the natural order required men to 
work outside the home and manage the country’s affairs and women to stay 
home, bearing children and taking care of the family. Breaking this system 
would harm society because family life was the foundation of social order. In 
short, politics was not in women’s nature, which explained women’s limited 
knowledge of politics. When the woman activist Yang Jiwei wrote to the 
newspaper to argue that women’s limitations resulted only from lack of op- 
portunities and practice, Kong Hai replied that women were inherently 
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weaker than men, both physically and intellectually. The repeated failure of 
regimes under the rule of women, such as Wu Zetian and Cixi, proved their 
violation of natural laws of evolution.’ 

The responses to Kong Hai included a letter from Zhang Renlan, a woman 
who had visited the United States. Zhang criticized the activists for being “nei- 
ther men nor women, neither Chinese nor Western, neither monks nor nuns.” 
Zhang argued that the family would be harmed if the activists, some of whom 
opposed marriage, got their way. This would result in the extinction of the 
Chinese nation. In her view, women’s domestic duties were more onerous 
than men’s, and a good woman should have no energy left for politics after 
caring for children, entertaining guests, cooking, and sewing. Men’s working 
outside and women working inside was not inequality but a division of labor 
that belonged to the natural order of the world. This order also ensured har- 
mony between the sexes. If the kind of freedom and equality the women ac- 
tivists were demanding prevailed, men and women would interfere with and 
fight against one another, preventing peace and tranquility. Zhang believed 
that this was contrary to freedom and equality.* It is noteworthy that both 
Zhang and Kong Hai glorified domestic duties: the domestic was pure, and 
politics was corrupt and “dirty” 

The theme of breaking the gendered spatial order was continued in “Phe- 
nomena in the New Women’s World” published in Aiguo baihua bao (Patriot 
vernacular). The article divides women activists into three categories accord- 
ing to their levels of education. The first class is criticized for blindly follow- 
ing Western women’s examples in demanding political rights and ignoring 
Chinese reality. The motivation of these women is interpreted as desire for 
power. The second-class activists—the majority of them—are hardly edu- 
cated and have no real ability. They run around every day without clear goals 
and never achieve anything. The opportunity to elevate their status as women 
reformers motivates them. The third class abandons all the rules that govern 
women’s behavior. Groups of these women frequently present themselves at 
teahouses and markets, demonstrating and wandering around freely. The au- 
thor sees the second- and third-class women as more dangerous than the first 
class for they are too loose (fangzong) and will harm social customs (fengst) if 
their behavior is tolerated.’ 

In addition to direct attacks on the activists and their agenda, Rizhi bao 
(Daily learning) and Aiguo baihua bao published a series of satires that in 
many ways are more revealing of contemporary interpretations of the mean- 
ings of the women’s suffrage movement. “Laws of the Provisionary Wife” stip- 
ulates that the wife organizes the family, controls all powers in it, and sets up 
rules for the husband to follow. She can freely leave the house, keep her own 
property, have extramarital affairs, control the couple’s sex life, and divorce. 
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She can forbid her husband to go out at night or purchase a concubine. In 
contrast, the husband has the following rights: to petition the wife in bed, to 
take her to stores, theaters, and wine shops, to perform hard labor at night, to 
provide for the wife, and to entertain her.'° “Explanations for the Regulations 
of the Women’s Autonomous Association” suggests that the essence of 
women’s liberation and freedom is to ensure the decline of women’s moral 
quality. Members’ activities such as appearing in theaters and temples are not 
to be restrained. The association studies strategies to resist the husband and to 
abuse in-laws. The association is located in the Village of New Beauties 
(xinyan cun) and will expand to the River of Love (aihe) and the Ocean of De- 
sire (yuhai) once progress is made. The publication department of the associ- 
ation is headquartered at Street of Stealing Men (touhan jie), and officers are 
those members who can flirt and are good in bed."' “A Constitution for Equal- 
ity between Men and Women” demands the president to allow brothels for 
male prostitutes to be set up across the country so that women can visit these 
places, hold tea parties and banquets, or stay overnight. Women have the free- 
dom to purchase male concubines, but not to exceed one hundred. Men and 
women must get pregnant at the same time if they have sexual intercourse. 
Women give birth to girls; men give birth to boys. Men must wear flowers, face 
powder, and women’s clothes, but out of respect for civilization, they are not 
required to bind their feet or pierce their ears. To correct a four-thousand-year 
problem and to demonstrate equality between men and women, in all written 
materials, the order of nan nit qian kun fu qi (man, woman, qian, kun, hus- 
band, wife) should be reversed to nii nan qi fu kun qian.” 

Yeshi gives a face and name to all these offenses, which is Sun Beizhen, a fig- 
ure modeled on Tang Qunying, Wang Changguo, and Shen Peizhen."* Tao 
Hancui’s Minguo yanshi yanyi devotes three chapters to her. Sun is extraordi- 
narily fat but wears a tight Western dress and a pair of glasses with a thin 
golden rim: “Although her appearance was repulsive, she was a ‘new woman, 
which was clear from her clothing.” “According to herself, she has made major 
contributions to the success of the national revolution, but it is hard to tell 
from historical records what those contributions might be,” the text com- 
ments. Articulate and lively, she jumps up to shout about freedom and equal- 
ity during meetings. She is good at practicing her idea of equality between 
men and women—she does not feel any embarrassment inserting herself in a 
crowd of men. 

Having established this image of Sun, the story describes her meeting with 
two male senators in her hotel room to discuss women’s political participa- 
tion. One of the senators originally has a date with a prostitute, but he shows 
up in her room “out of his fear of Sun.” When the two men enter, Sun is lying 
in bed with her arms and legs outstretched, her big natural feet on the edge of 
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the bed. The men are embarrassed, but she is not. She shakes hands with the 
men and calls the servant loudly to bring tea. After gulping down a whole cup 
of tea, she asks about opinions among the senators regarding the women’s pe- 
tition. Frightened by her appearance, the two men sheepishly answer, “The 
Republic emphasizes equality between men and women. Men have the right 
of political participation, why not women? Women should have the same 
right.” Before the men can finish, Sun jumps in: “Yes, indeed. Men are human 
beings; women are human beings as well. They all have the same organs on 
their faces and four limbs; there is no difference between men and women. 
Why is it that men can be presidents, ministers, senators, and governors, but 
women can only manage the household for you men?” 

In the middle of her eloquent delivery, Sun suddenly takes off her Western- 
style skirt and exposes a pair of pink flowery Chinese pants. She then sits on 
the chamber pot that is located in the same room and asks one of the men to 
hand her a cigarette and match. Smoking as she uses the pot, Sun continues to 
discuss women’s rights, stating that the purpose of having a republican revo- 
lution is to give society freedom and equality. Quoting Madame Roland, Sun 
elaborates her new slogan that she would rather die than give up equality and 
freedom. While making a lot of noise on the chamber pot, she tells the men 
that she wants to be the Madame Roland of China, to fight for freedom and 
equality for Chinese women: 


Chinese men always treat women as playthings. We women live a pathetic life. 
Once we achieve equality between men and women, we will vent the anger and 
frustration of our 200 million fellow women by making the 200 million Chinese 
men wear powder and rouge on their faces, and bind their feet. ... We will elim- 
inate concubinage, or women will advocate male concubinage and male prosti- 
tution. If there are only female concubines and prostitutes and no males in those 
roles, what kind of equality between men and women is this? 


After she has relieved herself, Sun calls the servant for a pair of scissors and 
starts cutting her toenails and scratching her disease-infected feet, all the time 
talking about freedom and equality. Sun finally dismisses the men after they 
have expressed their support for women’s political participation. She then eats 
several cookies, drinks four cups of tea, sings some women’s revolutionary 
songs, removes her leather shoes, and, carelessly wrapping herself in blankets, 
falls asleep on the bed, snoring loudly. The next day, Sun meets with a group 
of comrades in her hotel room, an event that ends with the overturning of the 
chamber pot filled by Sun the night before. One woman leaves the room cov- 
ered in filth. 

Sun and her comrades then go to a session of the senate to hear the discus- 
sion of their petition. Zhong Xiaorun (Song Jiaoren) claims that although 
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women should have the right to political participation, Chinese women are 
too naive to be involved in politics right away: “Many of the members of the 
association probably do not even understand what political participation 
means. . . . Allowing women into politics is both bad for them and for the 
country.” Hearing these words, Sun jumps on the stage, grabs Zhong’s tie, and 
slaps his face, with the women in the auditing seats chanting, “Hit him! Hit 
him!” Before she can strike again, the guards swarm in and drag her off the 
stage. Sun continues to stamp her feet and curse, and the meeting ends in 
chaos."4 

In this story, Sun’s main violation is apparently her transgression of gen- 
dered spatial order. Her inappropriate behavior, the story implies, results from 
her total lack of respect for basic gender boundaries. She stays in a hotel by 
herself and meets with men there, mixes with men, and has no sense of mod- 
esty. She is violent, publicly slapping a man’s face. She is unfeminine: she car- 
ries a gigantic business card and has a loud voice, big feet, and a large, inele- 
gant body. She talks too much and uses the new political vocabulary to excess. 
In short, she transgresses boundaries that spatially and behaviorally situate 
men and women in terms of political norms, cultural tradition, and historical 
practice. As David Strand argues: 


The violence of the protests was both real and symbolic, reflecting the militant 
and military background of many of the women and the deep sense of betrayal 
they felt when the full citizenship they had been promised was denied. If they 
were refused the legal status of voting citizens they could still act like citizens, 
and not in the more sedate and pliable form favored by many conservatively- 
minded politicians. Women who cut their hair short, walked unaccompanied in 
public, smoked cigarettes, and engaged in political acts like making speeches 
were liable to be stared at or worse. Brandishing weapons, shouting slogans, and 
laying hands on male delegates broke every Confucian taboo imaginable.' 


The women’s breaking of established gender codes, however, was often rep- 
resented as threatening ideals central to the new republican order. One article 
in Da ziyou bao (Great liberty news, one of the many newly established and 
short-lived Beijing newspapers) saw the physical attack on Song Jiaoren as a 
demonstration of the suffragists’ disrespect for law, public order, legal rights, 
civility, and progress.'® Despite the fact that women were not allowed the same 
tights as men in the new system, they were nevertheless expected to respect 
the very law that denied them these rights. The new republican political ideals 
operate as a self-perpetuating system that excludes unwanted participation 
and maintains exclusion in the name of public order and law. The system, in 
theory, represents the interest of the public, which includes the whole popu- 
lation. In other words, the society produced by an equal republic should have 
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no inside and outside—everyone is included—and any problem should be re- 
solved by legal means within the system. But in this case, the women are 
treated as both subject to the new system and exterior to it, a troubling 
predicament that is not unfamiliar in the history of many modern nations. 

The containment of unruly women, consequently, was to be achieved 
through republican ideals and institutions. Another article in the Great Liberty 
News suggests that instead of fighting for political participation, women 
should first reform their individual bodies: 


1 have heard that among the enthusiasts for equal rights one woman has very 
small feet. When shouting at a man somewhere, she suddenly fell because her 
feet were small and weak. The man laughed and said: “You have to have equal 
feet first before you demand equal rights.” . . . 1 will risk suggesting that instead 
of demanding political participation in the senate, our women compatriots 
should advocate a “natural feet society” in each county and prefecture. Instead of 
asking the Nationalist Party for equal rights in the constitution, you should set 
up more schools." 


These comments, if at first glance seem conservative, were in fact in accor- 
dance with the new ideal of feminine physical practices in the late Qing.'* 
Shen Peizhen was eventually contained, not by the old norms that she 
fought against, but by new republican institutions. In July 1915, Shen became 
the protagonist of a legal drama that entertained the capital city. After the 
Shanghai Shenzhou ribao published an article about her making a scene at a 
restaurant, Shen and a few friends of hers went to the paper’s Beijing office to 
protest. The office was located in a courtyard shared with a family. As the re- 
sult of an argument and fight between Shen and a man of that family, Guo 
Tong, a few household items were broken. Guo Tong sued Shen for breaking 
into his house and damaging his belongings. The media coverage was a color- 
ful cocktail of rumors and speculations. Shen was described as thirty years 
old, wearing Western-style black suits and leather shoes. Her face was “yel- 
lowish, but her eyes are still shining.” Although the case itself had nothing to 
do with sex, sex was nonetheless what was used to discredit Shen. In the mid- 
dle of a report on the court scene, the reporter inserts that a man in his thir- 
ties fled Shen’s hotel room when the police went to arrest her. The paper com- 
ments that Shen “shamelessly” accused Guo Tong of demanding that she and 
one of her friends spend a night with him to settle the case.'? The paper fur- 
ther established Shen’s “shamelessness” by recounting that when a man denied 
that Shen was his concubine, she “stated that he had a mole on his penis” to 
prove their relationship. One newspaper speculated that Shen was engaged to 
her lawyer.° The prosecutor argued that Shen had conducted many improper 
activities and needed to be punished severely to maintain social order. For im- 
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properly entering the house, for one broken chair and a shattered vase, a case 
that in local customs could have been scttled outside of the court with a ban- 
quet hosted by Shen for Guo, Shen was given a ten-moth sentence with fifty 
days of imprisonment.?! 


Xiaofengxian 


At the same time that Shen Peizhen was removed from the public for her spa- 
tial transgressions, another woman, the prostitute Xiaofengxian, was gaining 
fame through her relationship with her patron, Cai E. Cai was a participant of 
the 1911 Revolution and then served as the military governor of Yunnan and 
Sichuan. Distrusting Cai because of his early association with Sun Yat-sen’s 
faction, Yuan invited Cai to Beijing in 1913, allegedly so that he “could play a 
more prominent role in promoting military education” but in fact to put him 
under surveillance. Cai eventually escaped and returned to Yunnan via Tian- 
jin and Japan and organized an uprising against Yuan. Other provinces fol- 
lowed with their own uprisings and claims of independence. In November 
1916, Cai died at the age of thirty-four from what a German doctor contro- 
versially diagnosed as syphilis.”* 

Cai frequented brothels when he was under Yuan’s surveillance in Beijing. 
Most accounts suggest that his motivation was to mislead Yuan into believing 
that he had lost interest in state affairs. At this point Xiaofengxian entered Cai’s 
life? Born to a concubine in a family in Hangzhou, Xiaofengxian was forced 
by the first wife to leave the family. She was raised by her wet nurse when her 
mother died and was then sold to a man in Shanghai who trained her in opera. 
After a short career in singing in Nanjing, she moved to Beijing’s Eight Lanes 
district to become a popular prostitute when she was still in her teens.24 Cai 
spent much time in Xiaofengxian’s residence and used it as a meeting place for 
his anti-Yuan associates. He also left from there when he escaped from Bei- 
jing. Although it is unclear what role Xiaofengxian played in this process, 
there is no shortage of imagination about it. In fact, a significant portion of 
contemporary popular stories about Cai E focus on Xiaofengxian. In the sto- 
ries, she recognizes Cai as an extraordinary man although he disguises himself 
as a merchant. They soon become soul mates and he shares with her all his 
thoughts and anti-Yuan plans, She understands the frustrated man and takes 
care of him.”* Although a prostitute, she has the taste and talent of a scholar. 
Her elegant residence contains nothing vulgar, by her design. She always asks 
for poems when she has scholar visitors, so her room is filled with rolls of cal- 
ligraphy. She most values a couplet from Cai.”” She herself is a good poet, and 
her farewell poem for Cai and her elegiac couplet for Cai’s funeral are cited 
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widely.” She also reads and admires Liang Qichao’s books, likes to wear men’s 
clothes, and claims that loving the country is not only men’s, but also women’s 
responsibility.”? If all these outstanding qualities are not enough to distinguish 
her from a common prostitute, she also controls her life. By making monthly 
payments to the brothel madam, she is able to choose her own visitors.” 

Xiaofengxian makes sacrifices for Cai. She accompanies Cai to Japan and 
only returns to China after Cai reaches Yunnan. Afraid of Yuan’s revenge, she 
hides in Shanghai. One story has it that one of Yuan’s sons has long wanted to 
have Xiaofengxian as his concubine, but she loves the heroic Cai. Yuan’s son 
thus takes revenge on Cai through his father’s power. Aware that she is the 
cause of trouble for Cai, Xiaofengxian “gives her body to repay him.”! She is 
also ready to sacrifice her life. After Cai returns to Yunnan, Xiaofengxian re- 
fuses to see any visitor and spends all her time reading newspapers, looking 
for news from Yunnan. One day when she reads that Cai has died in a battle, 
she cries until blood comes out of her mouth and cannot get out of bed for 
days.” Finally, she commits suicide with a sword.” 

In reality, Xiaofengxian did not die, nor did she go to Japan or move to 
Shanghai. In 1951, Xu Jichuan, the assistant to the eminent Beijing opera per- 
former Mei Lanfang, interviewed Xiaofengxian, who had by then changed her 
name to Zhang Xifei (washing away wrongs), in Shenyang. According to 
Zhang Xifei, she knew that Cai was a revolutionary but did not understand 
what it meant. In her mind, Cai E, who told her Three Kingdom and Water 
Margin stories and taught her to read, was simply a decent man. She asked Cai 
to explain the difference between an emperor and a president when she heard 
rumors that Cai was against Yuan. She did help Cai although she was aware of 
the potential trouble their intimacy might cause her. After Cai E died, Zhang 
first married a military officer of the Northeast Army and later a worker. She 
lived in Shenyang after 1949. To judge from the note Zhang sent Mei Lanfang 
in 1951, which contained some wrong characters and improper usage of 
phrases, she had limited education.” 

Xiaofengxian in Cai Dongfan and Tao Hancui’s yeshi closely resembles the 
figure in the popular stories, She is educated, wise, dignified, and a quiet and 
proud loner among the popular prostitutes in the capital city. Informed about 
current affairs and opposing Yuan’s enthronement, she helps Cai fool Yuan 
and risks her life to assist his escape out of her admiration for Cai’s commit- 
ment to the Republic. Yeshi elevates Xiaofengxian into a conscious political 
actor while transforming the dangerous Shen Peizhen into a laughable Sun 
Beizhen. 

One important clement that explains such positive representations of Xi- 
aofengxian in the popular stories and yeshi is her relationship to gendered spa- 
tial order. The physical space in which Xiaofengxian interacted with Cai, the 
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brothel, was highly controlled by the modern state through its regulations on 
sexuality and gender relations, and the symbolic space in which she acted did 
not present threat to established gender codes. 

The kind of commercial space in which Xiaofengxian operated was in fact 
created in the Republican period in Beijing. Both male and female prostitu- 
tion existed in Beijing prior to 1912, but for most of the Qing, “high-class fe- 
male prostitution was effectively suppressed, yet male prostitution was al- 
lowed to flourish in such districts as the lanes off Qianmen Street in the 
capital’s Outer City.” In his encyclopedic Qing bai lei chao, Xu Ke recorded 
that it was a fashion among scholars and officials in the capital city to be en- 
tertained by boy actors called xianggu, or xianggong, but visiting a female 
prostitute was considered a lowly practice. The situation began to change at 
the beginning of the twentieth century. Tian Jiyun, an actor who participated 
in the 1898 reform, petitioned the Qing and Republican governments repeat- 
edly to ban the practice of xianggu. In April 1912, Tian’s petition was ap- 
proved,” and the government announced the ban: 


The practice ... has damaged the image of our nation and made us look ridicu- 
lous to other countries. ... Drama can contribute to social reform, and being 
an actor should not hurt one’s status as a citizen. ... We cannot allow this deca- 
dent custom to remain in our nation’s capital city. ... [Men who are in the xi- 
anggu business} should develop a wholesome character and be respectable cit- 
izens.** 


The citizen here is clearly defined as male. Actors, by virtue of being men, were 
included in the political realm. The practice of male prostitution generally 
disappeared from public view after this time.*? Only rarely could one discern 
that male prostitution continued in the city.” 

While male prostitution was disappearing from public view, female prosti- 
tution was legalized in the first year of the Republic.*' The heyday of female 
prostitution in Beijing was the years between 1911 and 1928 when the capital 
city was crowded with national politicians of the Republic.’? The American 
sociologist John Burgess, who conducted research in Beijing, observed that 
the rise in the number of prostitutes “far exceeded the increase of population 
in the city, which indicates that this institution is growing.”“? The connection 
between politics and prostitution is also corroborated by the almost 50 per- 
cent decrease of first- and second-class prostitutes after 1928." An article in 
Great Liberty News commented, “All the businesses [in Beijing] declined after 
the Revolution, except brothels and theaters whose business blossomed. This 
is no doubt ‘a revolution for the brothels and theaters.”** Another piece 
claimed, “People who make huge amounts of money in the capital city are 
senators, prostitutes, and actors. ... Now the senators are getting an increase 
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in their pay; this means an indirect pay increase for the prostitutes. ... Good 
fortune has arrived for prostitutes”*® 

Many of the national politicians were regulars at the entertainment quar- 
ters. Hosting parties and making business deals in brothels became a fashion 
in the capital city in the Republican period.” Sidney Gamble observed, “It is 
extremely difficult for a man to hold a high official rank without spending a 
very large part of his time in the licensed quarter attending dinners and wast- 
ing his energy in late hours.”* Analyzing the reason why visiting the courte- 
san houses was so important for the male politicians, Yanjing University soci- 
ologist Mai Qianzeng noted: 


When Beijing was still the capital, from the cabinet ministers down to the clerks 
all took visiting brothels as a glorious deed . . . and many military and national 
decisions were made there. Society has become used to it, taking it as an un- 
avoidable social activity. Even the representative of public opinion, the newspa- 
per, promotes prostitutes: so and so is pretty, so and so is good at entertaining.” 


Gamble’s observation of newspaper advertisement for brothels and courtesan 
houses confirmed Mai’s argument: 


Practically all the newspapers give extensive publicity to the houses of prostitu- 
tion and derive from them large financial benefit. Beauty contests are conducted 
among the prostitutes for the sake of the publicity the press can give to the win- 
ners, and special “write-ups” of such events are published, together with pictures 
of the women. In some of the Peking newspapers attractive pictures of the 
women are pasted beside advertisements for houses, while in others an entire 
page will be given up to prostitutes’ cards. These will give the girl’s picture or her 
name in large type, her address and telephone number and then a bit of de- 
scriptions: “Her face is like a flower, and her body like a pearl.” . .. Newspaper 
men are either paid in money or in trade, and in special cases may even be al- 
lowed the privilege of giving a feast in the house to which they may invite their 
friends.” 


The Great Liberty News referred to drinking parties as “one of the worst fash- 
ions of Beijing.” Men ranging from officials to senators, from political party 
members to newspaper editors “all threw away big money just to win a smile 
from the prostitutes. They take this as being masculine, wasting time at it and 
neglecting their duties.”>! 

The Republican state took active measures to regulate prostitution, subject- 
ing female prostitutes to strict administrative and medical control as well as 
moral scrutiny. The control of prostitution was characterized by police super- 
vision, regular medical examination, and restrictions on business locations 
and architectural style.*> These measures designated these women as a dirty, 


Unofficial History and Gender Boundary Crossing in the Early Republic 181 


infectious, and morally dangerous inferior class while maintaining a pristine 
reputation for those who made use of their services, ensuring that even 
though these women were interacting with politicians or even acting in di- 
rectly political ways, they would not gain political power for themselves or 
women in general. In a seemingly contradictory way, these women became 
necessary commodities as well as dangers to public health and threats to mar- 
riage and family life. 

This was the world where Cai E met Xiaofengxian. Cai E would be one of 
the men hosting parties there, Xiaofengxian one of the women who sold 
themselves into that world and were controlled by contract, kept under police 
surveillance. Though subjected to regular medical examination and regulated 
financially, in the critics’ view, prostitutes facilitated the decadence of male 
politicians. To solve the contradiction of a Republican hero’s involvement in a 
world of decadence with a woman of dubious moral standing, both Cai E and 
Xiaofengxian are made to appear different from other men and women in the 
brothel. Cai E’s visits to brothels are justified as revolutionary subterfuge. Xi- 
aofengxian does not have the character usually imputed toa prostitute. In fact, 
her political commitment appears to be not too different from that of the 
women suffragists. Cai Dongfan even meant to use her as an example to 
“shame men.” But both yeshi ensure that her image is just positive enough 
not to degrade or overshadow the appeal of the hero; Xiaofengxian was only 
significant in her connection to Cai E. In Cai Dongfan’s words, 


The center of this chapter is Cai E. Even where Xiaofengxian is brought in, the 
purpose is to use her as background for Cai E. Xiaofengxian was only a weak 
prostitute, could she really have such vision and wit? Cai E had a secret plan 
which he would not even tell his wife of twenty years until he was ready to leave 
Beijing, how could he have confided all his thoughts and feelings to Xiaofeng- 
xian, with whom he had only met two or three times? The author writes such a 
story totally for the purpose of casting more light on Cai E’s character, and is 
only using Xiaofengxian to edify the readers.> 


Cai Dongfan’s way of positioning Xiaofengxian was echoed decades later in 
Xu Jichuan’s account of his interview with Xiaofengxian, in which he empha- 
sizes that his purpose was to “learn about Cai E’s escape from the brothel,” not 
to “write a laudatory biography for Xiaofengxian (bushi wei Xiaofengxian 
lizhuan).?>> 

The manipulation of the images of Cai E and Xiaofengxian reveals a failure 
in the old trope of hero and beauty in the Republican context, which is best 
expressed in Xu Zhuodai’s preface to Tao’s novel. On one hand, in Xu's view, 
women only add entertainment value to politics and history: “For history, 
beautiful women are accessories, ornaments, seasonings, and glue. Histories 
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without beautiful women are like clothes without style, dishes without taste, 
and glue without adhesive material. ... A stage cannot be without huadary a 
banquet cannot be without a waiter. They are all for the purpose of making 
things interesting.” On the other hand, women’s involvement in politics was 
becoming dangerous: “After the 1911 Revolution, women’s rights have been 
expanding and there are more women behind the political scenes. . .. Those 
who don formal clothes and uniforms, command tens of thousands of sol- 
diers, and hang countless medals on their chests are in fact under the control 
of delicate thin fingers.’>* What the author failed to recognize was that women 
like Shen Peizhen challenged male dominance directly rather than manipulat- 
ing politics behind the scene with “thin fingers.” Does this failure of recogni- 
tion result from misfit between women activists and the old trope of hero and 
beauty? Or is Xu trivializing women to discursively contain their threat? 

In either case, yeshi does not imagine the Republic as giving women more 
public power, but proposes that Republican men should be stronger in resist- 
ing corruption and lust than men under the decadent, backward, and thus 
failed imperial system. Both yeshi explain Yuan’s action as stemming from 
moral degradation. The stories criticize Yuan and his followers’ political am- 
bition to restore the throne by attacking their desire to copy the emperors’ sex 
life. In other words, regression and corruption in the political system are in- 
terpreted as the result of decadent sexual morality. Tao explicitly compares the 
sexual behavior of officials of the Republic to that of the emperors, arguing 
that the emperors in the past lived a degenerate life, embodied in their sexual 
indulgence. But the emperor was the only person who could live such a life 
during the imperial period. Although the court officials wanted to imitate the 
emperor, out of fear, they had no choice but to respect limits. In the Republic, 
however, officials no longer had anything to fear. Every warlord had a large 
number of concubines, the majority of whom had been prostitutes. Visiting 
brothels became daily entertainment for Republican officials. Xu Chihen, an 
editor of Xinwen bao, believed that China’s political stage was controlled by 
“degenerate, corrupt, and evil men.” “Laws that are inconvenient can be abol- 
ished; inconvenient regulations can be changed. Neither public opinion nor 
people’s views are enough to regulate these men.”*’ The only way to correct 
the problem, then, lies with men themselves: self-cultivation for higher moral 
standards, a familiar Confucian prescription. Women fade into the back- 
ground. When Shen Peizhen was contained by the Republican legal system in 
a prison, Xiaofengxian was contained too, by her brothel environment and by 
gendered narrative tropes. Acting not out of her own political will and staying 
within established gender boundaries, Xiaofengxian differs radically from 
Shen Peizhen. Her dedication to Cai E reasserts traditional gender boundaries. 
Such containment serves as the security mechanism that allows yeshi to show 
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Xiaofengxian as taking political actions without appearing threatening to 
normative gender relationships. 

The disparate reception of the two political women, Shen Peizhen and Xi- 
aofengxian, in popular media reflected their differences in personality, but, 
more importantly, followed the ways in which their presence in the new po- 
litical and commercial public spaces confirmed or altered gendered spatial re- 
lationships. Shen and her comrades created new political spaces for both men 
and women through transgressions of male space, while the invisible but 
imagined political activities of Xiaofengxian did not directly challenge gender 
roles but rather confirmed governmentally sanctioned spaces and reinforced 
fundamental spatial distinctions between men and women. 

The representations of both women reveal contradictions in the changing 
gender relations of the early Chinese Republic. Shen’s experience exposed the 
distance between the ideals that legitimized the Republic—equality among all 
citizens—and the reality women lived. Such exposure led to questioning of 
men’s behavior, challenging the categories “male” and “masculine” and their 
self-perpetuating connection to the legitimacy of the political system. When 
femininity was redefined, masculinity entered a crisis as well. If Shen’s ac- 
tivism fell outside the old trope of hero and beauty, the yesii writers’ effort to 
fit Xiaofengxian into the familiar trope was not persuasive either; they were 
unable to resolve the moral contradictions of the hero and beauty in a space 
that was officially and socially recognized as decadent, neither could they de- 
cide on whether to make the prostitute politically conscious. 

The commercial press played crucial roles in the production and transfor- 
mation of gendered notions of space. Yeshi highlights the private lives of male 
politicians, leading readers into a sensational space of unstable moral bound- 
aries that was not often represented in print. The gender boundaries yeshi po- 
lices are not necessarily exactly the same as those of the state. Yeshi suggests 
that the official reasoning for the rejection of the suffragists—that they were 
not ready for political participation—was not the primary reason the senate 
refused to grant the women the right to vote. Rather, in their strong challenge 
to gender relations, women went too far. While the newspapers ridicule 
women for their bound feet, yeshi mocks Sun’s big feet and her unfeminine 
behavior. Although the Republican state designated prostitutes immoral 
through laws designed to control and define them, yeshi depicts Xiaofengxian 
as an admirable figure. Women were disqualified from citizenship in state leg- 
islation, but yeshi allows Xiaofengxian to act with a citizen’s sense of respon- 
sibility. Her actions, yeshi seems to say, indicate the right way for women to act 
politically. If the Republican state legitimized the construction of new gender 
boundaries in the vocabulary of “progress” and “civilization,” yeshi exposes the 
many common characteristics that such new boundaries shared with older 
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notions. Yeshi does not directly challenge the boundaries set by the state, but 
neither does it follow them. Instead, it reveals the hidden truths of state regu- 
lations indirectly, and often unintentionally. If such popular representations 
turn the women’s suffrage movement into a farce, they also discursively open 
up possibilities for women as indispensable actors in an important moment 
of Chinese history. Although thematically, yeshi disparages women’s direct po- 
litical acts, the popular genre also brings out the truth behind idealized gov- 
ernment regulations and proclamations, showing them to be based on biased 
cultural notions rather than modern political ideas. In this sense, yesht is pro- 
ductive as well as repressive. Its depictions highlight women activists’ appear- 
ance in the discursive public space. Although the goal of the popular text may 
have been to depoliticize women’s actions and relocate them in a more proper 
and manageable cultural sphere, its focus on women’s behavior shows that the 
issue is at heart political. 
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Gender and Maoist Urban Reorganization 


Wang Zheng 


Lae OF THE PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF CHINA have usually discussed the func- 
tions of residents’ committees in socialist transformation without a gender 
perspective, although they have sometimes noted ec 


women in urban neighborhood work (linong gongzuo), 


grates gender into the study of socialist state building, drawing on interviews 


with former members of residents’ committees as well as the rich, recently 


opened government archives in Shanghai in order to examine the emergence 


of residents’ committees in Shanghai in the early 1950s, and the meanings of 


urban women’s neighborhood work. Social transformation and state forma- 
tion intertwined wat changing x social spaces and a boundaries. Located 
in the core of al hierarchy, t en ex ed here were 


the a0 periphery, described i in Gail a s chapter. 


Socialist state bui replete with endered eit tied 
practice. In the in Party’ e a 


Rha tla 
as were envisioned as (iaieasuherneteeanenmunemaeie 


to ‘to provide services to male workers in the industrial eee front. F louse- 
wives (jiating funii), their “political purity 
work In reside nts eu 4 repli d gang Ss to 
ecome prominent figures in local adie etateation, With housewives moving 
into neighborhood work, the nei-wai boundary blurred. Residential areas, 
once considered wai in relation to individual households, would be turned 
into a “women’s sphere.” The CCP-created women’s sphere represented a 
‘murky domain where domestic women crossed boundaries of household and 
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tion of irban families, in other mores was inseparable from the feminization 
of this public arena. And women neighborhood cadres were at the forefront 
of practices that created a socialist state effect in neniilerite se Hie : 


ag end ered | process ;O 


iated mobilization of a million hon isewives for | for ihe dual g LES oal of liber- 


tained, by Shanghai government branches that were ae ways of man- 
aging local society. Neighborhood, therefore, became a site for gender con- 
tention and negotiation not only among residents but also between the SWF 


and other government branches. Boundaries within the emerging new polit- 
ical order were drawn when such gendered power alcibsled piayec.autn ie 
social realm, marking the reproduction of gender differences within the 

processes of the state. ~ 


Gendered Conceptualization of Urban Space 


Social reorganization began as soon as the communists gained control of 
Shanghai on May 25, 1949. The new communist government, struggling to 
overcome the oatcrtiems and legacies of a war-devastated economy, was 
also confronted sen oe ‘perme wah af , 


aes 


imacy. The new state reo “asiactetie se government” to set it apart seni 
and surpass the Nationalist “reactionary dictatorship.” The official vision of 

atic government a on creation of a new power structure that 
ink . This connection was to be achieved by 


i a shanghai residents to convey their 
concert ment ‘ : at the government's decrees 
pe 3 See nennngees =. itr ieee 


emerged from their discussions i is 


oO f em if, in T practice, t e€ two went aren g in hand). 

Cad res viewed grassroots organizing by communist vanguards as a demo- 
‘cratic process at the peering by ca . Hardly anyone paused to 
think of the implications of continuing this organizing practice when the 
party already became the state power holder.’ 
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Of the five million Shanghai people, industrial wor 
constituency, constituted one million, includin 
Several hundred thousand others could be organized in students, professiona 
women, merchants, and trade organizations. The rest were self-employed or 
unemployed, including o1 housewives. This majority of Shanghai’s 
population lived their diverse (and, for more than a few, criminal) daily lives 
in various residential areas. This messy majority posed a special challenge to 
communist organization, especially when the spatially based baojia system, in 
place since the Japanese occupation, was abolished by the CCP as “the basis of 
the Nationalist reactionary dictatorship.” —— 

How to sort out who were friends and who were enemies among this di- 
verse majority? What mechanisms could address urgent needs of public facil- 
ities, public health, security, and social welfare in poor residential areas where 
working-class people and urban paupers concentrated? The two questions, 
central to urban reorganization, suggest different tasks for the Public Security 
Bureau (PSB) and the Department of Civil Administration (DCA), respec- 
tively. Mapping the social topography of residential areas where different 
classes mixed and population was in constant flux was crucial to the new 
power holders, who were determined to organizationally penetrate society 
and turn it towards a socialist planned economy. The second question was also 
pressing, given that in shantytowns numerous unpaved mud roads flooded 

” after rains, public lavatories overflowed, makeshift ee were subject to fre- 
\ See errr ear WEIS ConteeMled By local Cease MES 
: ripp nlit st 


Pa bred crime, and many newly unemployed 
. ; . — 


re a te nee 
{> were hungry and grouchy because communists had driven their bosses away. 
en icial internal reports, most based on firsthand investigations, expressed se- 


rious concerns about urban unde 
toward the CCP. One su 


7 E S r eT} on re 
est on its ability to effectively address the 
yriad problems emerging daily at the local level in this large city. 


In the early days, the top party echelons remained unsure about the form of 
local urban administrative structures, but they maintained a principle not to 
set up formal administration below the district level, expressing a vision that 
all the residents would be absorbed in the workforce in industrialization. 


the trade union 


of I ea st y. The debates within the lea ership expressed two views. One 
followed the Soviet model, organizing people by trade and profession. The 
other, based on the realization that the majority of Shanghai people had no 
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stable trade or profession, sought to organize spatially by residence, a clear re- _ 
flection of the baojia concept. Those who preferred this “spatial organization 
mode” to the “trade organization mode” did not argue against the Soviet 


model or dispute the top leaders’ vision of industrialization. Rather, they em- 
- phasized that support for industrial workers required attention to! > thelr home — 


spatia di Orga NniZa atic mn arena | to imp: prove > the wo! Peat A vinias 
r suy the proc sector. co of the 


DCA of Shanghai, Cao oat discussed Shanghai leaders’ views on urban 
reorganization at a national conference on August 17, 1950. He assured his au- 
dience that “the production principle is primary, and the residential area prin- 
ciple is secondary.”® Articulating a hierarchical division between production 
and residence/consumption, Shanghai leaders deftly catered to the CCP lead- 
ers’ preoccupation with industrialization while addressing the needs of urban 
governance. 

Regarding residential areas as auxiliary or rear to the production front not 
only reflects the imprint of communist wartime experiences in which rural 
women in the rear were mobilized to support the front but also reveals a gen- 
dered conceptualization of urban space. It certainly was not a reflection of so- 
cial reality in that the “rear” was actually the front for millions of men and 
women who made a sb in the residential a areas. But it dovetailed with the 


men also oer in vine ear of of Fam y. oeriens of wor kers” can 
ering the large number of female textile workers in Shanghai.” Many wives of _ 
workers also engaged in work outside the home. However, in most documents 
‘family dependen are mentioned, the term refers to 
women (as proved by the occasiona use of “male family dependents of work- work- | 
ers”), Reorganizing Shanghai according to the dichotomous division of pro- 
ductive and nonproductive sectors, the government soon envisioned women’s 


utility in the new socialist society. Instead of simply serving their individual 


households, women were called on to serve the production sector in residents” 


is of w wor ‘h Ker's 


Gendered Reorganization of Social Space 


Women’s massive organizational participation did not occur immediately al- 
though the need to recruit women was recognized by the government early 
on. In 1950, when the cadres in the DCA were still exploring the form and 
constituency of neighborhood organizations, they complained about house- 
wives’ indifference to any organization. The emerging new activists included 


a 
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workers, — small business owners, and even “rogues and hustlers” 
(baixiangren), a s.° The e change of political power did not au- 
tomatically mh women to step out from domesticity. The neighborhood 
space in this initial stage remained masculine even though the male domi- 
nated baojia system was recently abolished. As a DCA report emphasized: 


It is necessary to rely on student and worker activists to take the lead. But they 
usually do not have time to care about residential matters. Therefore, training 
family dependents of workers, housewives, small business people and enlight- 
ened people can make a more constant force. .... We must mobilize and train 
women activists. In the beginning we can train more progressive intellectual 
women with blue or white-collar family background and without children. Then 
we can include backward housewives.” 


Before the DCA eyed housewives 
_ eration (SDWF) had already begun to mobilize a ‘million nouaeuives its 
largest constituency in the city. Shortly after the establishment of the ee 
tory committee for the SDWF on June 26, 1949, it decided to ¢ 1 
is omen s | or¢ ganizat ions to if the L / I 
(SI ugust 22, 1 2, 1949. " ‘he six organizations ha either been peripheral 
Greaneations of the CCP or were newly formed by the CCP.'° The SHA, 
working under the leadership of the SDWE, set out to “liberate housewives 
and prepare them for social production.”'' The decision to organize house- 
wives was not an casy one. The party emphasized a class line. Previously 
housewives (an urban category) had never been included in women-work 
(funii gongzuo). But since organizing Shanghai women workers was the job of 
the Women Workers Depar tment of the Trade Union, the SWF sought its own 
constituency. The director of the preparatory committee of the § ral 

who had been an experienced leader of women-work since the 1920s, en- 

visioned organizing housewives as a crucial part of the SWP’s institutional de- 

velopment. By December 1950, twenty-one branches of the SHA were set up 

x at the district level to reach housewives in residential areas. A report of the 


st? DCA that cecussed nei zaborhood organization in 1950 assessed the work of 
ee ay the Saeed <Cib ( sew “ 


the SHA revealed the DCA’s recognition of the effectiveness of the SHA’s work 
with housewives. Its problematic language, saturated in the May Fourth rep- 
resentation of the backwardness of women in domesticity, claims that it was 
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through interaction with the SHA that some housewives began to express in- 
terest in affairs outside their households. a 
In December 1950, parallel to the DCA’s exploration of resident organization, 
the SWF decided to establish grassroots organizations in the jur a of each 
public security station. In less than one year, women in 
42,900 represen and epresenta Rives ond 120 housewi 
committees were s¢ ) ‘3 mbers. In 1952, following the cal call of the 


All-China | Women’ SF sone to ssinblish Women’s Congresses in urban areas, 
the SWE replaced chief representatives and housewives committees with a — 
Women’s a Women representatives elected by nei ghborhood women | 
formed the Women’s Congress. They i in turn elected a women’s committee that 


paralleled the emerging residents’ committee.!> The neighborhood-based 
Women’s Congresses assured close. contact between the municipal and district 


women’ 
The district women’s federations h 


‘omen activists identi- 


oreover, the g gender- 


. with its SApneses on women’s ois needs, was 


brigade (an early fori of neighborhood Sreanteation few housewives would 
attend. But if the meeting announcement was signed jointly with the Women’s 
Congress, many would attend.'* The DCA leaders immediately recognized the 
strength of the SWF in mobilizing housewives. Many internal reports empha- 
sized the importance of “working closely with Fulian (Women’s federation 
[WE])?? The municipal lea en in stnusied tha t the SWE should concen- 
trate on nei < demand for developing 
neighborhood work as well as confirming of crucial role of the SWF in resi- 
dential areas.'° Supported by the city authority, however, women’s organized 
neighborhood activities quickly encountered men’s hostility. A DCA report de- 


scribed the interaction of the male-dominated neighborhood organization and 
the women’s organization: 


Some leaders of the neighborhood organization hold an old mentality. ... They 
think housewives are neighborhood residents and should be under the unified 
leadership of the winter protection brigade |WPB]. But since housewives have 
had their own organization and raised their understanding, they cannot accept 
the bureaucratic arrogance of the WPB. In some areas disputes have occurred 
and each organization has gone its own way to carry out work.'” 


Local WF cadres complained that men in the winter protection brigade 
“looked down upon housewives and displayed bad manners.” When the two 
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Vhen both were suppose to zollect donations for the Korean War, the WPB 
rushed out to collect donations for a six months’ quota for a neighborhood, 
immediately sending them to the bank in its name alone. “Such competitive 
mentality led to frequent disputes. The situation is serious.”'* Although gen- 
der conflicts emerged as wom “intruded” into male space, cadres in both the 
“A and SWF tended to downplay gender tensions, describing instead orga- 
nizational conflicts. Both sides emphasized the need for organizational coop- 
eration. However, the spirit of equal cooperation did not last. Gender conflicts 
would soon be played out between the SWF and the DCA. 

While the SWF was effectively organizing housewives in Shanghai, the 
DCA, in collaboration with the PSB, was busy setting up neighborhood or- 
ganizations as a new form of democratic governing. Among the various quar- 
ters, residents in the poor areas expressed strong interest in an organization 
with resources and attention from the government to address their welfare 
needs, and many men actively collaborated with the organizing efforts of gov- 
ernment cadres. In April 1951, the DCA hosted a conference of the represen- 
tatives of streets and lanes with 1,561 participants from all the districts in 
Shanghai, and it declared the official decision to form “street and lane resi- 
dents’ committees.” By mid-October 1951, 1904 residents’ committees had 
been established.'® ‘To provide better leadership to the “autonomous” resi- 
dents’ committees, 129 street offices were set up, each managing ten or more 
residents’ committees in the precinct of a public security station.2° 

The residents’ committee proved an effective vehicle for the government to 
“penetrate the masses.” By connecting to most urban dwellers (by the end of 
1952, 3,891 residents’ committees managed 4.21 million residents, 85 percent 
of Shanghai's population), it was the most widespread grassroots organiza- 
tion. Any government branch that wanted to reach the people would go to the 
residents’ committees for help. The committees were quickly overwhelmed, as 
attested by a 1953 report. 


The various branches of the municipality and districts all need to reach residents 
in lanes, and the street offices are the ones directly facing residents. . .. Each gov- 
ernment branch tells the street offices to carry out their work. ... We investigated 
the tenth street office in Songshan District and here is its situation: 

Its major work is the campaign. After the campaign concludes, there is much 
work to finish. Besides that, the civil administration section requests it to work 
on relief and help families of military personnel and martyrs. The health section 
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asks it to work on street sanitation, public hygiene and immunization. The cul- 
ture and education section asks it to run literacy classes and investigate the sit- 
uation of school age children. The district people’s court asks it to work on ac- 
cumulated cases. The district political consultative committee asks it to send out 
meeting notices and to report on how representatin es to th Peop! : p 
-epnnsctée Siu ae . . Besides these Pernaats from district reirien 
there are also demands from the municipal government. The Land and Property 
Bureau asks it to persuade eis to pay more rent. The Revenue Bureau asks 
it to mobilize residents land tax collectively. The Culture 


Bureau asks it to organi: sid i eae artici ate in group dance. The insurance 
company asks it to i nt 


— 


Bureau asks it to fix ein ous house 
lamps and wires.*! 


ductive sector, suitable for ‘ “amily sen of workers” to manage, was a 
complicated miniature city in a own right. Within the boundary of the 


t Many rats ‘of the city sa saw an increasing 
ph ysical presence ¢ of women who were ere “running” neighborhoods as literally 
“domesticated” social spaces, spaces that a few years earlier had been associ- 
ated with gangland violence. 


Drawing Gender Boundaries in State Formation 


In 1953, the Shanghai government launched a citywide employment survey 
combined with a campaign for “rectifying residents’ committees.” The benign 
employment survey camouflaged a new stage in the campaign for suppressing 
counterrevolutionaries that had begun in 1951 and was now to enter residen- 
tial areas. The DCA instructed cadres to use unemployment registration to 
thoroughly investigate Shanghai lanes where fugitive landlords, hidden coun- 
terrevolutionaries, and other dangerous elements took refuge. All residents’ 
committees were to be rectified and reorganized so as to ensure working-class 
leadership in neighborhood work.” 
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he conscious class line was supplemented with an explicit “gender line.” 
irectives emphasized the need “to mobilize and rely on women??? 


Housewives were not expected to confess their past history as other members 
of the residents’ committees were. The reason was explained by a report of the 
SWF that also participated in the rectification work. “Having been unable to 
participate in social activities, housewives had a limited social circle in the old 
ociety. ... Generally speaking, therefore, they have few historical problems 
antityer are not the major targets of the sent pan Thus, political purit 


and reliability we re added to the e earlier 


id 


eS, 1 y me vith a shady pas! Heimer baozhan Sica rogues, 

Etonalis Party ross , men who abused their power in residents’ 
committees (these two types sometimes overlapped), and men with an occu- | 
pation that did not allow them to function well in neblodicod work. When 
~¢” \ rectification ended in 1954, |! 


us e asi api 
Incorporating a gender ine” into its class in the CCP seinaforined heise so- 
cial space of the resident organization into a women’s sphere within five years. 
The women’s sphere, however, was not led by the SWE. The rectification en- 
abled the DCA to stake its claims in the new territory. Investigative reports in 
the DCA described the Women’s Congress and the residents’ committee as 
competitors who “vie with each other for cadres, for the masses, and for 
work.””° But women in the Women’s Congress did not see themselves or their 
organization as secondary to the residents’ committee. As one WF cadre com- 
plained, “The public security station gets the upper hand of the street office, 
and the street office gets the upper hand of Fulian.’?’ 
The SWP’s strong neighborhood presence was no sninet a by the 
DCA. DCA internal reports began to call for a “ut rsh 1 
ion in neighborhood work Earlier the nelanba? ood 
organization’s male leaders used the term uni ified leadership to control the 
_ women’s organization. Now the same term used y the DCA officials had the 
same connotation. Worse still, officials in the gove t began to suggest 
that since residents’ committees were established, the Women’s cae 
shou . The threat to the existence of its grassroots organization 
posed a major crisis to the SWF. The SWF appealed to the All-China Women’s 
Federation, which succeeded in retaining the Women’s Congress with a com- 
promise.” In late 1954, the DCA issued regulations that defined the Women’s 
Congress as an integral but subordinate part of the residents’ committee. The 
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chair of the Women’s Congress should be the deputy director of the residents’ 
committee, an arrangement confirming the importance of the Women’s Con- 


gress, or a conciliatory ae to the SWE. However, t nen’s Congress ~ 
was no lon Bs allowed to c pas ative, but 
only mit arty out 
the tas In rey 1955, the munici- 


pal aie oe sk aur een hood Work Committee issued “tentative 
regulations on the organization of Women’s Congress in Shanghai neighbor- 
hoods.” It formalized the Women’s Congress’s subordinate position to the res- 
idents’ committee while confirming the importance of women-work in neigh- 

2 e scesttal stage ob aeeienteh areas Was now eae by 


By drawer a new boundary between neighborhood work and women- 
work, the containing regulations of the Women’s Congress drastically reduced 
its power and imposed on the SWF a narrower definition of women-work to 
legitimate its ssnagpeauunial to neighborhood work. In reality the Womens 


role in local societ marking insti 
boundary between the “mass organization’—the Women’s sedevstion—aind 
the “government,” the latter succeeded in institutionalizing the WF’s subordi- 
nate position. It epitomized a classic irony in the history of the CCP that mo- 
bilizing women at the grassroots to break gender boundaries went hand in 
hand with creating or reproducing gender boundaries within the party power 
structure. 

The WF’s involvement in neighborhood work nee another ramification. 
ea. yes housewives, ne WE unwittingly devalued it 


ing funii gongzuo, ee work, ‘The histarchical division “ sevice 
sector and living quarters, and corresponding aah of the latter, 


= eee ara cid 
reaking ¢ Ben 


and housewives, as a result, disqualified representing t 
guard of urban women, a predicament that the WE would try rere to rem- 
edy in the post-Mao era. 
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Similar to the experience of the WE, the residents’ committee constituted 
mainly by housewives could not reach an elevated status, either. In subsequent 
years, the term juweihut (residents’ committee) would connote a social space 


occupied | by women with a low level of education, preoccupied with trivial ac- 


tivities. The nature of their work in a gendered social space contrasted with 


Sy 


the glamorized subjects of state propaganda, such as women flying airplanes, 
operating locomotives, or climbing power poles. Except in the early years of 
mobilizing housewives, “neighborhood cadres” remained one of the least no- 
ticed groups in state representation. The following section introduces two of 
these discursively obscured women who served their urban communities in 
the 1950s. Why did these women respond to the CCP’s call? What did neigh- 
borhood work mean to them? To better understand the local dynamics of so- 
cialist transformation, it is important to examine some of these women’s lived 
experiences. 


From Housewives to Neighborhood Cadres 


This section draws on interviews of women in a neighborhood where I grew 
up, located in the former French Concession, and composed of mixed classes. 
Composed of many upscale apartments and townhouses, the neighborhood 
was a desirable residency for professionals and business owners. In 1949, be- 
fore the communist victory, many wealthy residents moved to Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, or other parts of the world. Newcomers were still mostly members of 
the middle and upper-middle classes from other parts of China, but many bad 
experienced displacement because of the wars. Lower- 
Q uildings, working as maids, wa shery 

They lived in servants’ rooms, garages, or rinakeshift struc- 
res. The crowded neighborhood had over twelve hundred households and 
about six thousand residents on one block in early 1950s. The seven-member 
residents’ committee was to manage the life of this community, with the help 
of several subcommittees and many small-group leaders. 

Of many neighbors interviewed from 1996 to 2001, five were among the first 
cohort of neighborhood cadres. My discussion will focus on two of them, 


and Gao Wenling, while drawing on information provided by 


other neighbors."! In the early 1950s, except for a retired man in the initial 


stage of cos cae organization, the_residents’ com as ste ym, 


enties to mid-thir 
h female participation reflected the class composition of this neighbor- 
hood in which women with a secondary or higher education were not rare. 
Archival documents show that many housewives worked for the residents’ 


-” 
VM) 


200 Wang Zheng 


ping to gain employment through connections with govern- 
.? But in this neighborhood, the majority of first cohort neigh- 
rhood cai stayed, mostly because of family responsibilities or no finan- 
cial need for another income. 

Zz bias gagpecame involved in neighborhood work when the govern- 
ment bega ganize winter protection brigades in 1950. A daughter of a 
dockworker, Zhang was twenty-nine years old with a middle school educa- | 
tion, married with four children. Two additional children in the early 1950s 
kept her family in poverty until her older children entered the workforce. Her 
husband was a white-collar worker in a foreign company and a Communist 
Party member. Fitting well the rofile of “family dependents of workers,” she 
was visited by a cadre from t ublic security bureau. “Please come 
out to work; you are from a worker's family.” Zhang recalls the phrase the 
cadre used to persuade her. Initially unwilling to “come out to work” because 


of heavy demands of child erent persuaded by her husband to do 
a ellis rammameiii oO 


seen as wal si Je to women domesticity. But a - year s es me ne 
who did not allow wives to work in factories would let them do “neigh- 
borhood work” as it became regarded as nei- aandasenerentoinen Belongs 
Women managed community life as devotedly as they managed their own 
households and equally without payment. But while the neighborhood be- 
came nei, or female space in the public mind, neighborhood work was quali- 
tatively different from domesticity in the minds of these women. Crossing the 
boundary of domesticity would entail unexpected social and political mean- 
ings that eventually transformed these housewives. 

Once she became involved in neighborhood work, Zhang fell in love with 
it. She was appointed director of the security and defense committee because 


of her good class background. Her work was to provide information about 
residents to the public security station in the neighbor ood precinct or di- 


uae 
A: - 
s AW éctly to the district public secur bureau. Who were the permanent resi- 
- 


dents, and how did they make a living? Who were the temporary residents, 

where were they from, and why were they there? This was basic but crucial in- 

ormation for a PSB that was eager to map the complex social amet of 

Shanghai neighborhoods. To know each hot sehol | 

ads of work | y other brancl oe esidents’ commutes e. She ome: . 
k 1 usel ess. To make frie1 nds with 


sd clean dirty ha way. and sp 


on b u y-intes CU DCU 
“‘Kauwing all the neighbors personally, she proved to be extremely valuable 
to the public security station. “One day the policeman Chen came to ask me, 
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‘A counterrevolutionary from the West Gate [a residential area in Shanghai] 
has come to hide in this neighborhood. Have you seen such a man?’ | an- 
swered immediately, ‘Yes, I know where he is. Is he in his mid-thirties?? Chen 
was stunned.” She had seen her classmate’s mother-in-law chatting with a man 
selling loquats in the neighborhood. The mother-in-law had told her that the 
man was her neighbor in the West Gate. She told the story of her discovery of 
the counterrevolutionary in great detail, revealing not only an excellent mem- 
ory but also apparent pride in her past perceptiveness as director of security. 
Zhang’s exuberant accounts of catching “counterrevolutionaries” and other 
dangerous elements surprised me. Knowing that her collaboration with the 
public security system had given her a notorious reputation in the neighbor- 
hood, I had assumed that she would refuse to grant me an interview. When 
she delightedly @ LSI to meet me in 2001, I ls that she would ae 


Zhang's proud recollections included more than security work. She was se- 
lected as a jury member of the district court and as chair of the Women’s Con- 
gress. Because ofher close tslationship with offi cals in the street office and 


a SO ae 


other day I went to = a cake at eae [a wcholis at arena who 
worked there said to me, ‘Auntie, thank you so much. If not for you, I would 
Wy have starved in the period of reduced grain rations.” Her anecdote was a trib- 
e Lule to her past, supgesting that se a easel) reminded her of her for- 


ZF were often felt along class lines { in the med: ee ati _ For neigh- 

bors of comfortable families who had no welfare needs from the government 

~ but real worries about state control, Zhang was a nuisance who meddled in 

residents’ lives to please the > authorities. Zhang once brought the PSB to a 

“middle-class fa family to investigate allegations that the family’s five-year-old 

daughter had shouted counterrevolutionary slogans. This notorious case 
added to her unpopularity among middle-class neighbors i 


-Many-poorfamii-___ 
_lies that-had no fearof Zhang’s reports to the public security gratefully re- 


_member-her_cruci vhen they were i in need, such as finding a hospi 
ee 
space for a sick neighbor or or giving a jol’ opportunity to the wife of a poor 


——— a el — 
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~family with many-children, Stories told to me_by_neighbors of different 
classes suggest that Zhang identified with the poor and had-a-grudge against 
the rich even be re the CCP raised her class consciousness. The state effects 


along the class line were created not only by the party’s differential policies, 
ut also by many women like Zhang who expressed their own class-based 

<& sentiments through their daily work. 
But class Was not the only dimension in this woman pelgibornood man- 


gathered : signatures froin male resident ona letter to ke PSB, Aecuine 5 her 
for various crimes. They soon beset ned that her relationship with the PSB car- 


ied he new gover nment su aa women nike Pharia' ina deeper sense. In the 

interview, Zhang's animated tones revealed clear ‘ly the moments most dear to 
her, “Oh, the happiest moment was when I organized residents to tour the 
newly built China-Soviet Friendship Palace. I was truly exhilarated! | organ- 


ized several hundred residents, all housewives!” Leading housewive 
ina i public eee Had deep 2 ial meanings for | her. 


ences stimulated her most euphoric recollection. She also emp cated the big 
meetings at which she was the honored speaker. “My husband went to a con- 
ference held by the East China Bureau. I was invited to give a talk about 
women’s liberation. .. . Many of the attendees at the East China Bureau con- 
ference were quite-high-ranking cadres. .. . 1 only had an outline, first point, 
second point, and third point. I did not have a draft.” In the talk, she recalled 
her life in the old society: 


My father worked on the dock. When foreign ships came, they used a sampan to 
send the cable to the dock. My father rowed the sampan. How dangerous it was! 
A big wave could overturn the sampan. One night he did not come home. I was 
scared to death. | took his cotton coat to the dock to look for him. It was ex- 
tremely cold. | experienced all this. That is why I was able to tell my stories with- 
outa draft. You cannot make up those stories. 


As a woman, being able to tell her working-class father’s bitter life to a pres- 
tigious audience meant more than demonstrating a clear identification with 
the party. Explaining her devotion to neighborhood work, Zhang emphasized, 
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“I never thought of quitting, because I felt extremely happy. We women have 
power now. We can speak. In the old society, other people would say, ‘You get 


de! I want to talk to your man! Go back into your house!’ Wo met 

status. No. ne wanted to talk you aa.Y inking Lean-spea k to the lead- 

I can_attend all kinds of meetings, how happy-Hwas!”Fhe-euphoria of 

wy, shee able to speak in public still persists far Zhans, It was the CCP, including 
male officials, that provided her with the opportunity. Transformed from a 


voiceless working-class housewife who was brushed aside rudely by men to a 
vocal cadre who had a t pablie presence, Z aang regards those early years in 


classes, inatuding: women. Speaking subaltern women, laden with significa- 
tion, were both created by: and creating a new political order. 


d949, with three children in middle and high schools. Her husband, 
assistant to foreign CEOs of postal services in China, had a high salary (about 
five hundred yuan per month). She was content with her comfortable domestic 
life and worked toward sending three children to college. Participating in so- 
cialist construction was not on her agenda, But her son, influenced by her 
brother an underground eommnuniits joined the ar ny sation bes was in aa 


depende nt, “a prin a Ci id 
came to talk to her “with flattering words, such as ‘This is revolutionary work; 


yobs area plori ious m mother; you will answer the he call OF the: e state.” ty maelieica { 


pteors 


officials as a capa ble woman. “When the next felestion for residents’ committee 
members came, the officials put her name on the ballot and she got the major- 
ity of the residents’ votes. She worked in the neighborhood for over thirty years 
until her retirement, serving as chair of the Women’s Congress, director of the 
security and defense committee, and director of the culture and education com- 
mittee, among many of her titles. Like all neighborhood cadres, Sat previously 
addressed as Mrs. Pu, became known by her own surname. Th new fort 


Gao’s i repastis the scope and complexity of her work. A list 
of her work includes iecework for Poor women with children; help- 
ing with the census conducted by the pu urity ty Station (collecting and 
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verifying household registration pamphlets); mobilizing residents to do public 
hygiene work and doing it herself (atectising SENET tere prevent disease, set- 
ting up medicinal bonfires to kill mosquitoes, leading inspection teams to 
check residential cleanliness, etc.); writing signs for campaigns and blackboard , 


articles (on political events or public health); organizing weekly residents’ __- 
“group meetings to read newspapers or i ae RMR og 
fad fadio or TV set i those days); distributing coupons for grain, oil, cloth, 
and anyother rationed items to each household; collecting utility fees, milk 
fees, land taxes, and patriotic” savings setting up neighborhood canteens, day ~~ 
care centers, elementary schools and persuading residents to donate part of 
their housing for such purposes; and mediating disputes among residents, in- 
cluding court appearances. 

“People would come to the residents’ committee for everything. . .. That is 
why we knew many people. Even now those people are old, | still know their 
names, their buildings, what jobs they had. It was like being an old ancestor 
who had to manage everything.” She stressed that residents still look to her for 
elp long after her retirement. “Just recently, an old man of over ninety years 
did climbed up three stories to my home, calling me “director, director’ He 
vanted me to mediate a dispute with his neighbor.” 


C 
wr, mobility control and through their work organizing residents’ collective ac- 


way as Zhang. For an upper-middle-class woman, taking on neighborhood 

work did not mean a radical boundary change or shift in social status. In her 

class position, she had not experienced the same gendered spatial boundaries 
: as Zhang. She had traveled many places with her husband, including Japan, 
Y and had mingled with elite foreign residents. For her, 1949 marked a decline 
her family’s social status. Compared with her past experiences the neigh- 


borhood was a small mundane world with little excitement beyond the 
headache of daily management. Except for the early days when the govern- 
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ment was wooing her and Gao was elected to be a member of the district Peo- 

ple’s Congress, Gao’s long tenure lacked elevated moments. Gao’s account, 

though at times expressing pride, satisfaction, indignation, and humor, does 
— not contain the excitement characteristic of Zhang’s narration. 

Gao reveals her reason for continuing at her post when she mentions talk- 
ing with her friend Ma, who was chosen to be the director of the residents’ 
committee. “I asked her, why accept such misfortune? The work is so much 
trouble. The work is such that only they can fire you and you cannot quit. . 

) Otherwise beet would think, oh, how come she went home? She must have 


; irty. To be selected as a neighborhood cadre 
a, signified a pen itical status and server asa Danie that « one was problem- sas Al- 


background meant that she was not trusted as much by officials as Zhang,’ To 

maintain the aura of being problem-free was thus extremely important. “I felt 

that I had simply been a housewife. Now I worked in society: It was EADOR- 

ble for me to have a [political] pool Vi 
Da 


Gao and-Z hang d been close to each other in the ey = oft working 
together, but their relationship turned sour. In interviews each had different 
perceptions of the tensions between them. In Zhang’s view, Gao was a caring 
person who had been initially kind to her. It was improper handling of offi- 
cials that created tension between them. Because cadres from the street office 
and the public security station always came to her (Zhang) to get information, 
instead of talking to the director, Ma (also an educated middle-class woman), 
or Gao, who was the deputy director, Gao and Ma became unhappy. Gao’s ver- 
sion confirms that Zhang had very close interaction with the public security 
station. But this was not the source of her envy but rather of her aversion to 
Zhang. Gao contemptuously indicated the negative consequences of Zhang’s 
behavior. “Although the residents’ committee is only a grassroots organiza- 
tion, to residents, to friends, on the issue of political identity, your one sen- 
tence could make people suffer. That is the reason many people hate her. Why 
did she go to the public security station all the time?” 


security station more than other neighborhood cadres because she was the most 
trusted. Often she was the only one selected to attend special training work- 
shops or meetings hosted by the PSB. Many tasks she received from the PSB 
were confidential, which prohibited her from explaining to other cadres what 
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she was busy doing. The differential treatment certainly made the experience of 
neighborhood work different for women of different class backgrounds. It 
helped consolidate Zhang’s close identification with the “people’s government” 
and Gao’s detached stance. From their different political identifications, Zhang 
could not understand that other neighborhood cadres might not want to help 
the PSB as wholeheartedly as she, and Gao could not see that the business of the 
PSB was Zhang’s business and that Zhang was proud of being part of the polit- 
ical game. Although the two women never mentioned their different class back- 
grounds, a factor that did not initially affect their closeness, the party’s class line 
eliminated the likelihood that these women would feel sisterhood in neighbor- 
hood work. The gendered space in the neighborhood of mixed classes was un- 
doubtedly divided by party-defined class identities. 


¥ 


oe “at yee Conclusion 
gee 
gn 
Defined Ms the CCP as an autonomous mass ie aie, -the € to den 


Er socia tvelfare' are eer The Communist Party found i: most econom- 
el and effective way to Betts these issues bt es in its shalt with urban 


story presented here, Prowevee. | is not — about WK women’s — eco- 
nomic utility to the state. Women’s participation in neighborhood work in- 
volved spatial rearrangement and social reorganization in the process of so- 
cialist state formation. 


Gender, central in this process, functioned at multiple levels. It was ex- 
pressed in communist male officials’ conceptualization of a gendered urban 


space with unemployed women in a residential “rear” ’ providing 
uf £ oduction “front.” It was Bator in the Worr 
uil ild its urban grassroots 


ng service to o the 


ae 


vil 1 Ciltel en t poal 


¥. © marcation of distinctions saree the residents’ committee and ihe Wamerts s 
Congress. This practice should be seen as part of the process of drawing 
boundaries between the “government” and party-led “mass organizations” in 
the formation of the party-state. In this case, the unequal gender relations in 
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the party were naturalized, consolidated, and legitimized by the internal dis- 
tinction between the “government” and the CCP-led “mass organization,” a 
distinction full of ambiguity but nonetheless taking on “the appearance of 
structure” of a communist state.” 


: omesticity into public space, 

V6 alized by both gender and class, 1 
¥ 8 

U ERS Ce igi see 


omens sphere. This 
vas not autonomous but was cinecty supervised by the pub- 
ic security station and the street office, and permeated not with gender con- 
sciousness but “class consciousness.” The estrangement between Zhang Xiu- 
lian and Gao Wenling provides a glimpse of a political environment in which. 
the e had a divisive function in the women’s community. _ ; 
s a A Diversely experiencing neighborhood work, wom f different. back 


ry * _geounds and n tions all participated in iN 


Py 


eee 


The residential area asa nei: space was 


the oe , minutely taking care of myriad tasks misioned from top oad women | 
1g) ransmitted the daily message that the Ww sta : at 3 
. An all- -encompassing social organization envisioned ey the 


party was accgmplished b these diligent women who brought each hegies 
hold into the : 
ily.” But by reducingT é = power ot patriarchs i in emp paen houscholds iinet 
state planned eine and by r tepk : 

ei iborho a O d 


namics in-urban soci ety 


render power dy! 
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Notes 


The author thanks Luo Suwen, Xiong Yuezhi, Chen Zai, and Sun Weimin for help dur- 
ing fieldwork in Shanghai, and Gail Hershatter, Elizabeth Perry, Bryna Goodman, 
Wendy Larson, and Mark Selden for comments on early versions of this chapter. A 
1999 American Council of Learned Societies Research Award made fieldwork possible, 
and a Stanford Humanities Center fellowship enabled me to conduct further research 
and writing. 


1, The term jiating funii, literally “family woman,” emerged in the Republican era 
referring to married women without employment, as a contrast to “career woman.” 


208 Wang Zheng 


2. I draw on Timothy Mitchell’s insights on the elusiveness of the boundary be- 
tween state and society in “Society, Economy, and the State Effect,” in State/Culture, ed. 
George Steinmetz (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1999), 76-97; and on Gail 
Hershatter’s discussion of Mitchell’s concept of the “state effect” in “The Gender of 
Memory: Rural Chinese Women and the 1950s,” Signs 28, no. 1 (2002): 43-70. 

3, Shanghai Municipal Archives, B168-1-742 (preliminary summary of adminis- 
trative work); B168-1-497 (summary of Civil Administration Takeover Department's 
July work). 

4. B168-1-742. 

5. B168-1-756 (directives and reports on establishing democratic government, 
Political Council, Ministry of Internal Affairs, and Civil Administration Department 
of Shanghai). 

6. B168-1-745 (talk outline by director Cao Manzhi, Department of Civil Admin- 
istration of the Shanghai People’s Government at a national conference of civil ad- 
ministration on constructing district power structure in big cities). 

7. B168-1-782 (investigation of families of workers’ committee, No. 7 Textile Fac- 
tory), 1955, 

8. BI68-1-751 (DCA summary of neighborhood work in nineteen districts), 
1950. 

9. B168-1-75). 

10. Shanghai funiizhi (Shanghai women’s gazetteer), ed. Shanghai Women’s 
Gazetteer Compilation Committee (Shanghai: Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences 
Press, 2000), 258. In January 1952, the SWF and SHA set up joint offices at municipal 
and district levels. The SHA disbanded in April 1955, having “completed its historical 
mission.” 

11. C31-1-2 (summary of work in the first four months of SDWF preparation), 
July—October 1949. 

12. B168-1-751. 

13. Shanghai funiizhi, 265. In 1996 there were 2,809 Women’s Congresses in Shanghai. 

14, C31-2-57 (on future organization of residents’ committees), 1951. 

15. B168-1-749 (provisional methods of organizing residents’ committees), 1950. 

16. C31-1-37 (report to the municipal party committee), September 13, 1951. 

17. C31-2-57 (investigation of relationship between neighborhood organizations 
and the Housewives Association), June 14, 1951. 

18. C31-1-33 (summary of SWF work), 1951. 

19. The jurisdiction of committees varied from a few hundred households to a 
thousand, depending on the population density of a residential area. Boundaries were 
usually drawn along lanes or blocks. 

20. B168-1-756 (work establishing democratic government), April to October, 
1951. 

21. B168-1-772 (briefing on the street office’s organizational structure and sugges- 
tions for future work), July 20, 1953. 

22, B168-1-772 (combining employment work with rectifying residents’ committees). 

23. BL68-1-14 (summary of neighborhood rectification), 1954. 

24, C31-2-259 (report on rectification work in lanes), No. 52. May 22, 1954. 
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25. B168-1-783 (Shanghai residents’ committees’ organization work), May 28, 
1954. The percentage of women continues to increase. Currently it is over 80 percent. 

26. B168-1-14 (report on rectification work of Shanghai residents’ committees), 
October 23, 1954. 

27. B168-1-772 (the problem of grassroots organizations), 1953. 

28. BI68-1-14. 

29. The contention over the Women’s Congress is the subject of “State Feminism?’ 
Gender and Socialist State Formation in Mao's China,” forthcoming in Fentinist Studies, 

30. B168-1-30 (tentative regulations on Women's Congress organization in Shang- 
hai neighborhoods), February 26, 1955. 

31. I use pseudonyms for the neighborhood cadres presented here. 

32. By 1952, more than forty thousand housewives in Shanghai entered gainful em- 
ployment, most of whom had a secondary education or above. 

33. Mitchell’s analysis of internal power relations and the appearance of external 
“structures” of the state is borrowed here. The distinction between the “government” 
and the “mass organization” by the CCP has been seen as intended to keep a firm con- 
trol of society via “mass organizations.” My emphasis here is that the distinction also 
results from internal power relations. The distinction did not create an appearance of 
state-society scparation but rather a party-state that penetrated all social spheres, 
“producing and maintaining the distinction between state and society is itself a mech- 
anism that generates resources of power.” Sec Mitchell, “Society, Economy, and the 
State Effect,” 83. 
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He Yi’s The Postman 
The Work Space of a New Age Maoist 


Wendy Larson 


Today, who can imagine people giving up their negative freedom to follow 
a charismatic leader advocating a people's democracy? ... The age when 
people would sacrifice their secular happiness for utopian ideals is gone. 
Now, the opposite holds true: People are willing to abandon any and all 
ideals in the name of realism. 


—Gan Yang! 


Work in New Era Culture 


L SHOULD NOT BE SURPRISING that Maoist concepts of work have been prod- 
ded and poked, renegotiated, and even thoroughly dismantled in New Era 
fiction and film. The worker loyal to the state and motivated by ideas of self- 
sacrifice for the common good has been replaced by all kinds of self-centered 
or simply disengaged working people. The very idea of the worker does not 
really fit the new image that has appeared because work, which under Mao- 
ism was at the core of the central notion of serve the people, in more recent 
representations is not necessarily at the crux of social or personal identity 
production, but rather simply a site among many—and not necessarily the 
most important one—where the self is formed. In many cases, emphasis 
moves from the work and its results to this self and its formation and exis- 
tence in relation to work. In the post-Mao period, this self often is highly 
gendered, and the Maoist (theoretical) emphasis on non-gender-specific 
labor is rejected. 


— 21) — 
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After Mao’s death, writers and filmmakers immediately set out to decon- 
struct the revolutionary worker and the idea of work itself. In the literature of 
the wounded (shanghen wenxie) of the late 1970s and the early 1980s, we still 
see the Maoist worker represented, but the idealism that sustains him or her 
has been gutted by the violence of the Cultural Revolution and the corruption 
of the state. In Wang Meng’s 1979 Buli (Bolshevik salute), Zhong Yicheng ac- 
tively looks forward to his late 1950s rehabilitation through labor and gushes 
romantically about the pleasure and value of hard work: 


Work, work, work! Millions of years ago labor turned monkeys into humans. Mil- 
lions of years later in China, physical labor was exercising its great strength to pu- 
tify thinking and create a new soul. Zhong Yicheng deeply believed in this. ... He 
scooped feces out of latrines. The smell of feces made him feel glorious and peace- 
ful. One bucket after another, he mixed the liquid with earth, feeling from his 
heart that it was really and truly delightful. 


Zhong recalls the morning struggle, afternoon struggle, and evening 
struggle—political/military terms used to describe the extra labor heaped 
on bad elements. He experiences some success in a system that uses cate- 
gories to rank the elements based on their work. Wang Meng shows that the 
basic idea of reforming intellectuals through labor works, so to speak: 
Zhong’s positive attitude and unstinting effort succeed in forging an emo- 
tional link between him and the peasants, and his labor gives him a new 
awareness. Zhong’s disillusionment comes only when party hacks purpose- 
fully misinterpret his heroic fight against a fire. If only the party were more 
honest and less corrupt, Wang Meng implies, work would indeed cure intel- 
lectuals of real or imaginary attitude problems. The significant intellectual 
questioning that Zhong undergoes as he passes through various phases of 
contemporary Chinese history exists only for the male protagonists, and the 
female characters function in subservient roles that the male can use to con- 
textualize his own intellectual journey. 

Another similar example that deals with elite rather than strictly manual 
labor is Shen Rong’s novel Ren dao zhongnian (At middle age). Ophthalmolo- 
gist Lu Wenting devotes herself heart and soul to her job, eventually suffering 
a heart attack because of overwork and bad conditions. The author points to 
party corruption as contributing to the situation, but most of the blame falls 
on the lack of modernization that party control has produced. In this novel as 
in Buli, the protagonists are true believers in the value of work, and their iden- 
tities are formed largely within their practice and conception of work. While 
Shen Rong portrays some work-related problems as gender based, she does 
not bring out these issues as much as does Zhang Jie, who in her long novel 
Fangzhou (The ark) shows a highly gendered work environment in which 
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women are subject to any number of abuses. Although her three female char- 
acters work hard and hope to achieve worthwhile accomplishments, there is 
little chance that they will be able to function successfully in the masculine 
power context that work really is. Far from being an idealistic realm where the 
people can be served, work is an arena where male bias against women and 
general social prejudice can flower. 

In his writing about intellectuals sent to work in the countryside, Zhang 
Xianliang pushes aside the lyrical qualities associated with hard labor that 
Wang Meng exploits, drawing a stark line between physical work and intellec- 
tual endeavors, which he portrays as much more profound and pleasant. Ba- 
sically rejecting the Maoist work-cure, Zhang also shifts the locus of identity 
construction out of labor and into sexual relationships and philosophical 
thought, expanding a trend that only deepens in the next twenty years. For 
Zhang, however, the agency in this redefinition always is ascribed to men; 
women function as convenient sexual or intellectual catalysts that allow the 
culturally important males to proceed along their road to self-understanding. 
Furthermore, the entire process whereby males figure out a way to gain power 
through sexuality and intellect is presented as crucial for national renewal. As 
for Zhang Jie, work is gendered at its most profound levels, but Zhang Xian- 
liang promotes rather than critiques this gendering. 

The most radical deconstruction of work came with the experimental 
writers—Yu Hua, Can Xue, Su Tong, Mo Yan, and others. In Can Xue’s enig- 
matic Huangni jie (Yellow mud street), a disturbing shell of socialist work 
structures remains in place to prick the reader's expectation that some ordi- 
nary narrative and social progress may occur. Although committees meet, 
leaders convene, and typical work strategies of procrastination or indecision 
are in full effect, the point is not so much that nothing is accomplished as it is 
that these strategies are part of a larger set of unrealistic but strangely logical 
and real relationships between people in all aspects of life. Yet with the signif- 
icant exception of the writing of this one famous female experimental writer, 
the important actors in the experimentalists’ stories are usually male. For ex- 
ample, Mo Yan’s short Shenpiao (Divine debauchery), which is a direct attack 
on socialist working mores, features wealthy landowner Master Ji, who, 
through his aesthetic and spiritual immersion into flowers and his complete 
disregard for common morality or any kind of productive labor, accomplishes 
what the socialist system never could completely do: the redistribution of 
wealth to the poorest in society.* The main character in Yu Hua’s Hebian de 
cuown (Mistake on the riverbank) is a dedicated policeman who begins to in- 
vestigate a crime only to slowly lose control over his internal narrative of 
clues, guilt, cause and effect, and social responsibility. Eventually the idea of 
work in its entirety disappears from the policeman’s mind, which is taken over 
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by a mysterious internal process. In Su Tong’s Qigie chengqun (Wives and con- 
cubines) and the Zhang Yimou film, Dahong denglong gaogao gua (Raise high 
the red lantern) based on it, work recedes in importance until it virtually dis- 
appears, replaced by a sexualized and male-controlled, performance-based, 
and culturally inherited structure of power and oppression. 

In recent years, critiques of work under capitalism have sprung up alongside 
those of work under socialism. In Zhou Xiaoming’s film Ermo,a peasant woman 
extracts herself from traditional village noodle making to set up a modernized 
noodle factory in the city. Her work, originally fully integrated into the rural 
community, becomes focused on one goal—that of buying the biggest television 
set in the village—and in a symbolically significant act, she sells her own blood 
to get extra money. In this narrowing of work to its exchange value, or the cap- 
italization of work, Zhou exposes the emptiness of the process and the impossi- 
bility of Ermo ever really catching up with the images that motivate her: another 
neighbor instantly proclaims that she will buy a set bigger than Ermo’s.° Because 
Ermo’s husband is disabled, she takes over the entrepreneurial work, and at the 
end of the film we see a brief but disturbing image of Ermo awake while every- 
one else in the room has fallen asleep. Her dull stare at a screen that produces 
only static implies budding self-knowledge and an intuitive understanding that 
something has gone wrong. Here the director continues a twentieth-century tra- 
dition of granting heightened awareness to women and other characters on the 
margins of cultural creation. However, although women can identify problems, 
social gender restrictions constrain their ability to act effectively on behalf of 
constructing a viable future. 

Recently, young writers also have incorporated work into their projections 
of a contemporary global lifestyle. For Chen Ran’s ubiquitous female charac- 
ter Dai Er, work is something of a distracting nuisance that gets in the way of 
her sensations and thought processes—unless, of course, it can be refashioned 
as part of the new way of living. Generally Chen Ran presents long-term 
salaried work as restricting: the requirement of set hours, a regular schedule, 
and, most important, the elevation of work goals above those of lifestyle pre- 
vent her characters from achieving the freedom and independence that are the 
unspoken conditions to which they aspire. This limitation, however, is more 
serious for men, who cannot escape the strictures of responsibility and thus 
are not as capable of the floating existence as are women.’ 


The Postman 


One topic of the 1995 film Youchai (The postman) by sixth-generation direc- 
tor He Yi (He Jianjun) is urban labor and its gendered meanings.’ Although 
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like many post-Mao cultural works, The Postman presents a world quite dif- 
ferent from that in which concepts—not to mention practices—of nei and wai 
were clearly delineated, in subtle ways both the theme and the aesthetics of the 
film depend on a gendered narrative of labor. One important aspect of this 
gendered story is the film’s perspective on generative social space, which is not 
overtly but rather covertly marked as male. 

In a seemingly contradictory way, the film presents two takes on work. On 
one hand, it relegates work to a nonidealized sphere that is no different than 
that occupied, both mentally and physically, by the innocent but alienated city 
dweller. In this kind of work, women and men inhabit the same world and are 
separated only by different levels of skill, strength, and normative hierarchy. 
Work becomes a repetitive sensual experience of sound and motion, a cynical 
consciousness, and an attitude of detachment, just as those attributes are part 
of city life in general. At the same time, work and the workplace carry with 
them a trace of possibility reminiscent of the idealized work concepts of rev- 
olutionary culture. Although work is mandatory for everyone, the ability to 
conceive of and bring out its utopian side belongs only to the male protago- 
nist, who through this identification takes on the weighty burden of helping 
others live a correct life. 

The film’s plot is confusing, and it is not always immediately clear who is 
speaking or acting, a technique that, we eventually realize, puts us into a posi- 
tion similar to that of the main character. The film demands some mental de- 
tective work on our part since we must put various apparently unrelated 
scenes, people, and words together to form a meaningful narrative. Xiao Dou, 
a young postal worker, is assigned to replace Lao Wu, who is removed from his 
position as letter carrier in Xingfu (Happiness) district because he has opened 
and read other people’s letters. Shy and awkward, Xiao Dou lives with his sis- 
ter in a large rundown house passed on to them by their parents, who died 
when he was young, His sister has a boyfriend who frequently visits and com- 
plains that she must give up this old house so they can get married and move 
into a modern apartment. The sister is reluctant to follow this plan as it will 
leave Xiao Dou behind alone. As Xiao Dou prepares to take over the route, a 
young and attractive female coworker, Yunqing, assists him and, not long af- 
terward, seduces him. 

Xiao Dou immediately follows in Lao Wu's footsteps in more ways than 
one, opening and reading letters he is supposed to deliver.’ He goes farther, 
however, and tries to intervene in people’s lives in four instances. The first is 
that of a woman (Qiu Ping) and a man (Zhao Zeren) married to others but 
involved with each other. Xiao Dou anonymously writes to Zhao, threatening 
him with serious but unnamed consequences unless he ends the relationship 
and leaves all of their correspondence at a prearranged spot for pickup. The 
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second is the case of a prostitute, Wan Juan, who gets introductions to clients 
from a doctor, Qian Yuzi. Xiao Dou visits the doctor after he sees Wan Juan go 
in and then goes to see Wan Juan, claiming the doctor sent him. He says al- 
most nothing and rushes out before any intimacy takes place. The third in- 
volves two young people, most likely a married couple, who have written sui- 
cidal letters to the man’s parents. Xiao Dou writes a new letter that describes 
in sunny terms how everything is fine and sends it with the pictures originally 
enclosed in the suicide letter. The fourth is the drug addict Zhang Xin, who is 
melancholy and violent over lack of news from his homosexual lover, Chen 
Jie. Xiao Dou, who has withheld the letters from Chen Jie, goes to Zhang Xin’s 
apartment, pays the rent so the landlady will allow him to enter, listens to 
Zhang Xin talk about his relationship with Chen Jie and what it is like to be 
high, and removes some drug paraphernalia when he leaves. He later sees 
Zhang Xin taken out on a stretcher. Previously, Xiao Dou confronted Chen Jie 
when the latter asked if there were any letters for him. Xiao Dou said, “You're 
Chen Jie, aren’t you? A writer?” but did not respond when Chen Jie asked him 
how he knew this. 

The film presents a depressing society chopped into small, isolated, reified 
units spatially and materially, and therefore psychologically, a situation expe- 
rienced equally by the male and female characters. The only healthy way peo- 
ple living in this environment can connect is through organic links developed 
when they were children—and these eventually fail them—or through the in- 
direct method of letter writing. Barriers in architecture, work styles, and so- 
cial habits and at the very level of consciousness are rigidly enforced by vari- 
ous normative structures, and these are what prevent face-to-face 
communication. Yet people retain a desire for emotionally satisfying relation- 
ships with other human beings. 

Although the film’s portrayal of work is, on the surface, almost opposite to 
what we find in ideal Maoist images, in Xiao Dou’s attempt to right what has 
gone wrong we see idealism underlying his concept of what work should be. 
The seemingly blasé work environment that has replaced the Maoist vision of 
passion and positive social change is actually a physical and mental space—the 
only one in the film, and one presented with both irony and hope—where 
positive social change can be conceptualized and put into action. This vision 
of what work should be, diluted though it is, is inherited as a residue from a 
long contradictory discourse of labor under Maoism that includes first a glo- 
tification, and second a political relationship to authority that demands a 
challenge to inappropriate power.'® The nature of this authority, however, has 
radically changed and is dispersed into the surroundings, also drawing the 
viewer's attention to the issue of space. Space, I argue, is none other than this 
diffusion of authority. 
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Xiao Dou's job as a postman gives him the opportunity to intervene in per- 
sonal relationships, strike at the heart of what he finds wrong with society, and 
help forge proper connections between people. Although Xiao Dou cannot find 
a clear authority to challenge, his intervention, ideological in nature, proceeds 
as if there were one and replaces letter delivery as his real work. The letter be- 
comes a double-edged representation of the spatial segmentation and inabil- 
ity of people to communicate and of the hopes that Xiao Dou invests in his 
work. As the film progresses, Xiao Dou refines his activities, which eventually 
meet with failure. 

The opportunities offered by this special work space, which is both partially 
imagined and partially remembered by Xiao Dou, are part of a gendered cul- 
tural sphere. Xiao Dou is a contemporary antihero, now diminished in his 
abilities and sensibilities, who still takes on the burden of cultural construc- 
tion and directs his actions toward positive ends. His goal is to act within the 
space that is the diffusion of authority and find a place where he can inter- 
vene. Women stand in a familiar position, representing, first, the possibility of 
a natural life of honest human affection and, second, a sexual route that also 
offers Xiao Dou a path toward increased understanding of his personal and 
social role. The women themselves have no ability to transcend or even imag- 
ine transcending the deadening social limits against which Xiao Dou strug- 
gles. The film takes a position on the contemporary debate about Chinese 
modernity, holding that there is little—but still some—hope for a social life 
based on revolutionary values to emerge, as long as at least one male actor 
within this sphere can retain a grasp on his ability to move others toward a 
positive goal. 


The World Doesn’t Seem to Need Us Anymore 


The film portrays contemporary Chinese society as a visually and more gen- 
erally sensually oppressive set of small boxes. What we first see are slow and 
gritty shots of rundown apartment buildings as they actually exist in many 
cities in China. Doors and entryways—foregrounded throughout the film-— 
are blocked by old bicycles, trash, and other items. Paint is fading and falling 
off, the ground is grimy and dusty, and smog hangs in the air, with four in- 
dustrial towers in the distance taking up the screen now and then. Colors are 
brown, beige, dull olive green, and gray. The urban environment is almost 
completely without charm, and there is not a shred of romanticism in these 
images.'' We see Xiao Dou working with a chain and hoist to install a new 
post office box, a scene that also reappears at the end and anchors the preoc- 
cupation with work—physical and mental—that structures the film. Many 
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shots in the post office are close-ups of hands doing their regular work, 
stamping letters, sorting, and filing. 

Although Xiao Dou’s job at this point is manual labor, when I say “preoc- 
cupation with work,” what I mean is not only the actual job of setting up post 
boxes and delivering letters but also the more abstract cultural work that lies 
behind Xiao Dou’s actions: the ideological work of social change and the de- 
mand for cultural improvement directed at males and taken up by Xiao Dou 
despite his obvious unsuitability for the role. The close-ups of Xiao Dou heav- 
ing the box into place, of chains, the weight of iron, and the difficulty of mov- 
ing the box appear at the beginning and end of the film and form a frame for 
the plot. Although here what we see is the resistance of matter in work, we 
soon discover that the post office box is not only physically heavy but also en- 
dowed with special metaphorical meaning as a spot where a once-removed 
(not face-to-face) exchange between people takes place.'? This world-space of 
human relations in the film has shriveled, it turns out, to the space occupied 
by this small circular container. The scene thus highlights both the physical 
labor of work and also its symbolic meanings; furthermore, we see that ideo- 
logical work is also hard work. The sharply material images place Xiao Dou’s 
efforts and achievements, questionable though they are, within the context of 
a long discourse of ideologically meaningful manual labor. 

He Yi’s approach, a kind of dirty realism, shows the grimy city and its dense 
structures at several points, but never directly implies that it once was other- 
wise, at least for adults. The camera tends to pan slowly from side to side or top 
to bottom over blocks of living quarters, lingering there and drawing our at- 
tention to their poor condition and deadening regularity, and there are many 
references to city life as ruins. For example, Xiao Dou’s sister lives in a large but 
dilapidated house that—judging from her constant attempts to get her brother 
and boyfriend to put on warm clothes—does not have central heating or ade- 
quate plumbing and bathing facilities. In the letter Xiao Dou writes to the old 
couple in their son’s name, he inquires about plans to tear down the neighbor- 
hood in which the parents live. And Xiao Dou’s sister’s boyfriend insists that 
the furniture in her house is too old and must be replaced with something 
modern, even though much of it is real wood, the sister protests. 

Although He Yi does not present us with a vibrant world of human con- 
nections that once existed in older buildings and the social activities that took 
place in them (as, for example, in Zhang Yang’s 1999 film Xizao [Shower]), in 
his frequent straight-on pans across apartment blocks, in his centering of 
doorways leading from one space to another, and in the thematic elements 
discussed above, he brackets the division of space into unconnected units and 
replacement of the old by the new as an unsettling and unsatisfactory aspect 
of urban life. However, because the past exists not as any clear history or uni- 
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fied memory that can be manipulated into romance but rather as traces and 
remnants—the repetition of the orchard story (described below), the orchard 
keeper turned fortune-teller, the all-wood furniture inherited from parents, 
and the soon-to-be destroyed neighborhoods—we can hypothesize that at 
some point there either was a past different from the present, or that mini- 
mally, there now exists a rapidly fading memory of a time when everyone 
thought things could, should, or would improve. 

Another aspect of this urban fragmentation and disintegration is a myste- 
rious underlying violence that sometimes breaks through the surface. Our 
first glimpse of this violence is Lao Wu being forced roughly into a car and 
taken away after he confesses to opening mail. Following shortly is a scene of 
a man running with several others chasing and yelling at him. Xiao Dou is an 
observer who makes no move toward intervention and expresses no emotion. 
At Xiao Dou’s home, we see the unhappiness of his sister's boyfriend, who is 
adamant that they must move into the new apartment that is waiting for 
them. Lack of privacy is obvious, as the doors in the old house even when shut 
are effectively kept open by windowpanes in the top half, It is awkward for the 
couple to interact sexually with Xiao Dou in the house. Noises travel freely 
and quickly, and we see Xiao Dou listening to his sister and her boyfriend as 
they make love, and even peering through the window blinds. At the end of 
the film, a mysterious scene with Xiao Dov’s sister crying in the background 
and her boyfriend yelling, “Cry! Cry! Can you ever stop crying!” as he kills and 
chops up a chicken for a meal again reveals a barely covered hostility and ag- 
gression, with no clear explanation. 

Other than the relationship between Xiao Dou and his sister, we see very lit- 
tle warm human interaction, implying that the depressing environment has 
infiltrated the consciousnesses of the people who inhabit it and violence is 
most likely far from unusual. Yunqing seems to be more interested in sexual 
satisfaction than in any long-term emotional relationship and calmly tells 
Xiao Dou that her sexual encounter with post office manager Lao Liu half a 
year before was the same as her encounter with him.!? Lao Liu compliments 
Xiao Dou on his work but maintains a distance. Xiao Dou’s sister’s boyfriend 
offers him a cigarette, but otherwise there is almost no interaction between 
them. Xiao Dou fails to make a real connection with any of the people whose 
letters he intercepts, although he desires communication. Even the party for 
Xiao Dou’s sister and her boyfriend as they are preparing to get married, 
which should be boisterous and fun, suffers from stiltedness, and the party- 
goers complain of a lack of liveliness. Their solution, to take a picture, only 
reifies the awkward relationship between Xiao Dou, his sister, and the 
boyfriend; the shot shows the sister and her fiancé standing next to each other 
with Xiao Dou as a shadowy presence between them. 
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The isolation of the characters is obvious, yet there is no clear cause pre- 
sented within the film, nor does the film point to any authority responsible for 
the situation. Although we observe a few examples of the law stepping in to 
enforce social stability, for the most part what we see is a system of normative 
regulation that, like the repetitive pounding of cancellations that is the over- 
whelming sound of work at the post office, simply reproduces itself. The 
beauty within human society, the film implies, has been overwhelmed and 
subdued; the routines of daily life and the demands of a large population 
within a small space could be at fault, but the film does not exactly make that 
connection either." This portrayal is not unusual in modern film or literature. 
To bemoan, even subtly, the effects of modernity on human society has been 
a major cultural theme in the twentieth century and today.'® Yet one thing that 
makes He Yi’s film interesting and unusual is its implied connection with and 
commentary on the Chinese revolutionary past in the pinpointing of work as 
a site where idealistic action can still be imagined and even, to a small degree 
and with questionable success, undertaken. The agent best suited to continue 
the positive aspects of the revolutionary past does not need to be a strong role 
model, but, as I discuss here, he must be male. 


Latter-Day Confucian, New Age Maoist 


What rather quickly becomes clear about Xiao Dou is that by contemporary 
standards he is almost dysfunctional. Bereft of friends, the only person Xiao 
Dou is able to talk to is his sister.’® This link, which often consists of chatting 
about a peach orchard that they frequented as youth, their fear of the orchard 
keeper, and their failure to taste a peach despite many attempts to steal one, 
borders on incestuous. Indeed, toward the end of the film we see Xiao Dou 
and his sister making love in a bed with the “double happiness” characters on 
the wall above; clearly this is the marriage bed of Xiao Dou’s sister and her 
husband. As they lie in bed, a shocking admission floats out: although we are 
too far away to see moving lips, we hear the sister’s voice as she states that she 
once was in the orchard without Xiao Dou and did taste the peaches after all. 
The comment about the orchard comes after several similar references at dif- 
ferent parts of the film and the repeated statement that neither of them ever 
tasted a peach. 

The meaning of the orchard is unclear, although the mysterious, exciting, 
and forbidden context, the reference to a torn skirt and blood running down 
the girl’s leg, the constant desire for a peach that underlies their visits to the 
orchard, and the admission of a secret taste imply a sexual significance. At the 
same time, the tale of the orchard is the one Xiao Dou and his sister love to 
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share, suggesting that the orchard represents a private, preadult, idyllic child- 
hood relationship. These idyllic childhood days are over, their close relation- 
ship is about to be terminated (she is about to get married), and now the 
pleasant memory of those times also is destroyed through this new revelation 
(that the sister did indeed taste a peach). Her admission of previously undis- 
closed experience could be interpreted as a statement that she has had other 
sexual experiences and also as a betrayal of their special past together. 

We do not discover with whom, if anyone, Xiao Dou’s sister had a sexual 
relationship, but another mysterious character drawing Xiao Dow's attention 
is the orchard keeper, who now has become a fortune-teller and banana ven- 
dor on the street. When Xiao Dou sees the man telling a fortune, he brings 
himself close and studies the man’s face, and later the camera focuses on the 
fortune-teller’s impassive expression as he reorganizes the bananas in front of 
him. Because Xiao Dou’s sister did taste a peach after all, and because it was 
the orchard keeper who supposedly had prevented her and Xiao Dou from 
taking a peach, a vague and imprecise connection is proposed: as a child, was 
Xiao Dou’s sister bribed with a peach to have sexual contact with the orchard 
keeper? 

Thus, Xiao Dou’s relationship with his sister, although deeply emotional for 
both of them, joins the other modern relationships as abnormal by ordinary 
social standards. In its many sexual references and sense of scurrying around 
the issue of sexual relationships, the film picks up a commonly heard com- 
plaint in the post-Mao days: under Maoism, sexual desire was suppressed by 
the state and repressed in each person, and this long-lasting suppression is still 
influential in affecting attitudes toward sex. He Yi participates in this interest 
by highlighting sexual motivation behind many events. His main character 
has sexual difficulties that within psychoanalytical theory may appear to be 
perversion or repression. For example, Xiao Dou watches his sister bathe 
through a window, and although he is first afraid when Yunqing kisses him, it 
does not take him long to respond actively and almost violently. Furthermore, 
three of the four situations in which Xiao Dou becomes involved—an affair 
between two people married to others, prostitution and pimping by a doctor, 
and a homosexual relationship between a drug addict and a writer—are con- 
cerned with so-called illicit sexual relationships, although in the case of the 
drug addict it is unclear whether Xiao Dou intercedes to “correct” the homo- 
sexual liaison or the drug use.'” The relationship between Xiao Dou and his 
sister, therefore, is not any different than the others. 

My point here is that although sexual desire seems to be behind much of 
the action and clearly is important in some way, I do not see it as the main tar- 
get of the director's concern. He Yi is not castigating sexual behavior as some- 
thing that in itself has caused the dilemma, nor is abnormal sexual behavior a 
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clear result of excessive state control either now or in the past. Even more im- 
portant, bringing sexual desire out into the open or centering it as a manda- 
tory part of personal identity is not presented as an implicit solution to any 
problem presented in the film. We see no positive sexual models to which we 
as audience could imagine the characters aspiring, and the sexually “progres- 
sive” characters are as disturbed as anyone else. The director gives sexual re- 
pression as a concept pride of place, but not the power of origination, and it 
is here that his approach differs from that of many other films and novels that 
center sexual identity as something to be damned or praised.'* 

However, although the director is not making a statement about sexuality 
that corresponds to these more common interpretations, sexual relations 
clearly are of consequence in the film. Their importance lies, I believe, in sev- 
eral areas. First, sexual relationships are easily invoked as expressions of a 
more general desire that can transcend sexuality. What this film shows is that 
if anything has been repressed, it is not sexual desire but the idealism associ- 
ated with a prior social life. Indeed, Xiao Dou’s tryst with Yunqging shows us 
what a simple task it is to become sexually involved, and Yunqing’s blasé 
comment about her sexual involvement with Lao Liu indicates no worry 
about sexual morality or fear of social condemnation. Yet achieving sexual 
pleasure does not make Xiao Dou any more content, and aside from Yunqing’s 
oddly expressed comment about how good she feels after sex with Xiao Dou, 
no character expresses the enthusiasm and excitement frequently associated 
with sexual desire and behavior. From the perspective of symbolic desire, we 
must place sexual desire within the larger concern of Xiao Dov’s social role 
and work before it makes sense; desire has been not only repressed and 
thwarted but also gutted of significance, and sexual desire can visually express 
and encapsulate that basic condition. 

Second, from the larger viewpoint of gender relations, the film repeats and 
confirms a very conventional aspect of male-female sexual involvement. The 
relationships that Xiao Dou has with his sister and with Yunqing are similar 
to the relationships between central male characters and women in the films 
of Chen Kaige (with whom director He Yi has worked). For Chen, women al- 
ways offer redemptive qualities that can help cure personal and social alien- 
ation in the forever-seeking male protagonists. To accept this comfort, how- 
ever, means rejecting the most important male endeavor of cultural 
reformation and accepting a degree of social feminization, which is partially 
defined by freedom from this responsibility (and a corresponding lack of so- 
cial importance).'? 

Along those lines, both Xiao Dou’s sister and Yunqing offer him a symbolic 
and practical way out of his predicament. The sister embodies an emotional 
connection that predates adulthood; it was set up before the uncomfortable 
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difficulties so obvious in adult relationships were in place. As a readily avail- 
able source of labor to help with the tasks of cooking, eating, and wearing 
proper clothes, the sister structures daily life. This labor is significant not only 
in itself but also in that it presents a larger framework for work, which needs 
“something to come home to” as a counterbalance. Through her defining con- 
tribution, work is circumscribed and limited: it is not socially important so 
much as it is for the purpose of sustaining another life, that of family rela- 
tionships. But if the sister wants to take up her own social role as a wife and 
transfer these services to her new husband, her relationship with her brother 
cannot be continued. However, she offers a replacement for all of her work 
when she finds an appropriate mate for Xiao Dou. As she brings in a sweater 
she is knitting for him to see if it is the right size, she broaches the idea of Xiao 
Dou going to meet a girl she has chosen. Her physical awkwardness and lin- 
guistic hesitation as she tests the sweater against Xiao Dou’s body show that 
she is fully aware of the profound bond her action is breaking. She experiences 
great difficulty making the offer. 

Yunging, on the other hand, virtually throws herself at Xiao Dou, but her 
involvement lacks the deep emotional link inherent in the sister. What Yun- 
qing offers is another balance that has the potential to redefine labor, possibly 
even more significantly than does the presence of a loving sister or wife at 
home. If Xiao Dou were to stay in Yunqing’s world, work would not be just 
something to get away from as one goes home to a warm and caring environ- 
ment, but it would itself become a site where new physical relationships can 
be negotiated. The office, in other words, would be redefined as a playground. 
Physical proximity allows sexual relations to be smoothly hidden under the 
movements, gestures, and language of work, which turn into both their cover 
and their necessary condition. In fact, in this model such actions are no longer 
simply labor, but become sexual in and of themselves. Negotiations and trans- 
actions do not have to proceed directly but can be carried out covertly, 
through the speech and acts that ostensibly are part of work. Even though 
Xiao Dou does not know Yunging is attracted to him until she actually ap- 
proaches, his lack of understanding comes from his innocence. If he were to 
accept this vision and become experienced in this form of work, he would no- 
tice another Yunqing’s interest much earlier. This vision of work could easily 
displace both the family-life narrative and the alternative story that he even- 
tually concocts and plays out through his efforts. 

The fact that Xiao Dou has to be torn away from his sister, first by her 
agency and his passivity in finding him a mate and second by her admission 
that their past together has been based on a lie, shows that he is a severely 
weakened cultural hero. However, he is strong enough to realize that Yunqing 
does not offer him what he is seeking, and he is also strong enough to take the 
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crucial first step toward putting his idealism into motion. As in Chen Kaige's 
movies, although the film is informed by a basic misogyny that insists its con- 
ditions are mandatory, investigation of gender meanings is not central to its 
goal. The sex of the troubled agent in this fallen utopia is taken for granted; 
men hold in their hands and minds the power of cultural renewal, and women 
not only are excluded from this crucially important endeavor but also offer, in 
various forms, a dangerously alluring temptation that can cause the hero to 
veer from his track. 

So the hero, surrounded and buttressed by, and even created against, tempt- 
ing female-based alternative narratives, must be male. But what kind of a man 
is Xiao Dou? In many instances in the film, Xiao Dou’s lack of basic social 
skills and fundamental inability to articulate his concerns are apparent. When 
Yunging invites him out to eat and chat, he replies antisocially, “What's there 
to talk about?” His response to his boss’s compliments on his good work is to 
look down silently. He runs off without doing anything after entering the 
prostitute Wan Juan’s apartment, and he says almost nothing. And when he 
visits drug addict Zhang Xin, Xiao Dou cannot get a word out of his mouth. 
Yet within the context of the film, Xiao Dou’s dysfunctional nature does not 
seem too extreme, because the camera work, slowly moving across cold, gritty 
streets and shabby rundown apartments, implies that the entire society is spa- 
tially depressing and mentally alienated. Such an idea comes across well in the 
sexual encounter between Xiao Dou and Yunqing; Xiao Dou'’s response to 
Yunqing’s comment about sex being the same with him or with Lao Liu is to 
pick up a toy windup elephant in her apartment, wind it up, and watch it go 
through its mechanical movements, an exact expression of unthinking and 
unfeeling repetition. 

Socially, what identifies Xiao Dou as a male hero is that despite his dys- 
functionality, he is motivated by some notion of how things should be. He in 
no way directly expresses this desire, but we can intuit it from his actions. We 
see little hope for social improvement, or even any such concept, in the sur- 
roundings or the people who live in this society. Yet in all four cases in which 
he tracks people down through their letters and attempts to understand their 
lives, Xiao Dou creeps—or leaps—out of his observer status to get involved 
and set right certain perceived wrongs. 

In the case of Zhao Zeren, the married man who is having an affair with 
Qiu Ping, Xiao Dou acts directly, writing to Zhao and urging him to consider 
several things: the cost of maintaining Qiu Ping’s lifestyle, whether or not he 
could actually make her happy, and other vague but threatening consequences 
of their relationship. Although the letter is written anonymously, compared 
with his ability to voice (or write) his concerns in the other cases, here Xiao 
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Dou is fairly expressive. It is from this case that we can most directly see Xiao 
Dou's desire to intervene. His ability to articulate his concerns exists only 
when he does not confront his targets face-to-face, however, and diminishes 
as the film goes on. As Yunqing states, it is hard to understand why people feel 
comfortable writing to each other but cannot directly state their feelings. In- 
deed, when Xiao Dou is with the prostitute Wan Juan, the elderly couple, the 
drug addict, and the novelist, because he cannot speak out, we cannot discern 
his rationale for visiting them.?° Without the first case to clue us in, we would 
not be able to tell what Xiao Dou is after. 

Although he is weak and inarticulate, Xiao Dou uses the sterling oppor- 
tunity presented by his work to straighten a society gone awry. His focus on 
proper relationships—of married adults (Zhao Zeren and Qiu Ping), of 
children to parents (the suicidal couple and their elderly parents or parents- 
in-law), between men and women (Wan Juan and her customers), and be- 
tween (male) friends (Zhang Xin and Chen Jie)—makes his concerns 
strongly reminiscent of Confucian values, where these relationships anchor 
the morality of an entire society. Because Xiao Dou never explains his dis- 
comfort directly, we cannot fathom his exact objections to these relation- 
ships, but minimally we can see that all of the situations in which he has 
chosen to intervene to some extent fall outside conventional social morality. 
His own life is also in this category. 

Xiao Dou’s sexual interest in his sister would make him only a very troubled 
Confucian. Regarding him as a New Age Maoist, however, illuminates the 
film’s strange and contradictory notion of gendered work and the relationship 
of work to social improvement. Anything attractive about work or labor has 
now been subdued both by the same forces that have produced an alienated 
population and by the disappearance of its glorification as a backbone of so- 
cial morality in revolutionary culture. Yet with other social realms—family 
and sexuality—offering nothing other than diversion, it is work that retains 
for Xiao Dou the ember of revolutionary values. Another way to describe this 
situation is to say that when sparked by the efforts of a male cultural hero, 
labor’s lost ability to embody social improvement is restored. This narrative of 
work may have been open to both women and men when it was a strong rev- 
olutionary discourse, but now that it has faded to the point of disappearing, a 
male trigger must bring it back to our consciousness and present it to us as a 
social option. It also is worth noting that the new capitalist entrepreneurship, 
with all of its chaotic energy, does not so much as make an appearance— 
unless we consider the orchard keeper now turned into a street-side fortune- 
teller and fruit vendor, who does not in any way represent any redemptive 
possibilities. The traditional old post office, which has not mechanized or 
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benefited from even the most basic modernization, surely evokes an earlier 
period when state-owned industries based on the concept (if not necessarily 
the reality) of workers and the workplace serving the people was the norm. 

The actual situation of workers in China is complex and a great deal has 
been written about their savvy and practical understanding of the highly ro- 
manticized discourse of the worker under socialism.”' The attitude of Yun- 
qing, for whom work seems to be nothing more than a way to sustain her life 
and a space where she can find sexual partners, may illustrate the post-Mao 
inheritance of decades of worker suspicion toward socialist labor fantasies. In 
this respect, Lao Liu also is an interesting character, for his attitude toward the 
workers under him contains a somewhat fatigued vestige of socialist paternal- 
ism. For example, Lao Liu responds in a semisympathetic fatherly way toward 
Lao Wu’s transgressions and urges him to accept the consequences. He uses 
concerned flattery to get Xiao Dou to help him set up the new mailboxes on a 
weekend, telling him that he is the only one around who knows how to do it 
and his services are indispensable. 

With the near-total contemporary disillusionment of worker belief in the 
glory of labor, it is surprising to find a character motivated by altruistic so- 
cial improvement. I believe Xiao Dou and his social improvement program 
derive from revolutionary culture, especially from the values associated with 
the model worker. One of the Communist Party’s most famous model work- 
ers, Lei Feng, now has a website (www.leifeng.com) with articles about the 
Lei Feng spirit, selections from Lei Feng’s diary, stories about Lei Feng’s life, 
and much more.”? The qualities of wholeheartedly serving the people and 
the party, of being a mere screw in the huge enterprise of revolution, the 
emotive intensity of loving and respecting one’s job all are listed. But it is se- 
lections from Lei Feng’s diary that most clearly depict the spirit of the so- 
cialist worker: 


[E}f you were a drop of water, did you moisten an inch of soil? If you were a ray 
of sunlight, did you brighten a patch of darkness? If you were a single grain, did 
you nourish a useful life? If you were the tiniest screw, did you maintain your po- 
sition in life forever? If you wanted to tell me about certain ideas, did you night 
and day spread those most beautiful ideals? Since you were alive, did you labor 
on behalf of those in the future, day by day making life more beautiful? I want to 
ask you, what have you done for the future? In the reservoir of life, we should not 
be just endless followers. (June 7, 1958) 


Ah, youth, it always is beautiful and good, but true youth belongs only to those 
who struggle to swim against the current, who labor forgetting the self, who are 
forever humble. (October 25, 1959) 


He Yi's The Postman: The Work Space of a New Age Maoist 227 


I must remember: “In work (gorngztto), we must learn from the comrades who 
have the highest enthusiasm; in life, we must learn from the comrades who have 
the lowest living standard.” (June 5, 1960) 


Those who have no thought of themselves but only hold the People in their 
minds can surely obtain the highest glory and trust. And on the contrary, those 
who have only the self and not the People in their minds shall sooner or later be 
spat out and rejected by the People. (March, 1961) 


The most glorious thing in the world—labor (laodong), 
The most thoughtful people in the world—laborers, (March 16, 1961) 


[T]he People’s problems are my problems, to use a bit of my strength to help 
the Peaple solve their problems is my responsibility, the place where [ concen- 
trate my efforts. | am a master, one of the great laboring masses, and conquer- 
ing any bit of difficulty for the People is my greatest pleasure. (September 11, 
1961) 


One salient aspect of the Lei Feng myth is the intensity of emotions behind 
Lei Feng’s feeling for the people, brought out in a scene from the 1965 film Lei 
Feng. “At that time the sky was dark, it was pouring rain, the road was sticky 
with mud, and there was a long way to go, but Lei Feng first and foremost did 
not think of his own difficulties, but of those of others. He was full of limit- 
less, burning love for the People, and without any hesitation carried the child 
for the woman and took them to their door.” 

The familiar qualitics of selflessness and self-denial, serving the people, 
hard work with no consideration of personal gain, exhaustion, or reward, 
identifying problems that others have and working to solve them, no concern 
with one’s own living standards, and faith in a better future and one’s own 
ability to contribute to it all have a resonance in Xiao Dou’s life. Like an over- 
worked contemporary CEO or a tireless, earnest party cadre, Xiao Dou takes 
the office home with him, stuffing his drawers with letters to scan for people 
who need his help. He directs his own activity toward solving the problems he 
perceives others to have. Rejecting his sister’s attempts to find a girlfriend for 
him and initially, at least, showing little interest in getting involved with Yun- 
qing, Xiao Dou appears to have no desire to improve his own standard of liv- 
ing or to strive for his own pleasures. As he tries to right the incorrect rela- 
tionships he reads about in others’ letters, Xiao Dou is working for a better 
future for society at large. Xiao Dou's latent idealism is expressed in the film 
not only thematically but also in a mystical ring of bells that occurs several 
times throughout the film and stands in marked contrast to the cold and un- 
attractive daily-life reality that we sec. 
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Lei Feng and Xiao Dou are both cultural figures who embody the male re- 
sponsibility of social improvement and who show how work can—and 
must—be modeled and configured to meet that lofty aim. Compared with 
the historical Lei Feng and the image he projected, Xiao Dou has no visible 
passion or any clear ideological goal, yet his activities reveal similar ideals. 
The hidden nature of Xiao Dou’s urges has a counterpart in Lei Feng as well; 
indeed, Lei Feng would never have been “found out” had it not been for his 
diaries, nor would Xiao Dou have been but for the film. The performance of 
political virtue, although criticized widely, appeared in this diary-losing form 
after Lei Feng’s death as activists wrote and purposely lost diaries that they 
hoped others would find.?* Xiao Dou’s activism likewise is hidden in his 
work, and he even receives praise from his boss for his excellent performance 
much as did Lei Feng—although Xiao Dou’s ideological work is not what Lao 
Liu recognizes. 

The film steers clear of several current approaches to culture. Critics have 
written about the nostalgia of recent years, when the ideals and passions of the 
revolutionary era are becoming disassociated from the violence and fear of the 
period and taking on a glossy veneer of attractiveness.’> The slogan “Make a 
revolution in the depths of your soul,” the deep love for the people supposedly 
felt by model workers such as Lei Feng, the heartfelt loyalty expressed toward 
Chairman Mao in dances, declaration, and badge collecting all speak to an 
ethics of emotion, desire, and hope, qualities that may be somewhat more dif- 
ficult to find in a consumer society where irony and self-consciousness are of 
paramount importance. Some believe that this lack has produced nostalgia for 
what many now imaginatively remember as pleasant and morally simpler 
days.” However, it is difficult to envision He Yi’s film as a nostalgic enterprise, 
because its relentless critique of contemporary culture never cracks open to 
allow that ray of escapist pleasure to emerge. The film’s presentation of the 
past as a trace rather than as a fully imagined and embodied presence also 
does not lend itself to an interpretation of nostalgia as its primary motivation. 

Another common topic is the moral decrepitude that comes with capitalist 
practices.?” Yet we can see that the lure of money and the decadent lifestyle 
does not entice Xiao Dou or anyone else in the film. Moreover, although we 
do sce in the letters the strong need for human connection, the film is not sug- 
gesting that some recognizable aspect of society—corruption, greed, power 
manipulation—has caused people to lose a human essence, nor proposing a 
new humanism and subjectivity similar to that debated so actively in the 
1980s.28 Although people have trouble talking to each other directly, in their 
letters they are full of easily described passion. 
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Xiao Dov’s social intervention cannot be carried on face-to-face because 
the space available for this kind of direct action no longer exists. Likewise, the 
space available for any direct human interaction has shrunk, for reasons un- 
clear. Although Xiao Dou has inherited a moral stance and a faint belief in his 
responsibility to act, the film presents no authority, reason, ultimate cause, or 
even suspicion of a spot against which he can organize his struggle. In place 
of the usual bogeys of evil, He Yi proposes this restricting spatial logic of 
human subjectivity, or the diffusion of inhibiting authority into the spaces in 
which people live. Although this filmic presentation of a problem has obvious 
relevance to actual urban society in China where space is at a premium, it is 
not precisely a realistic portrayal. Indeed, from the point of view of people 
taking pleasure in their lives and each other’s company, and from the per- 
spective of people talking to each other and communicating, the film presents 
things as much worse than they actually are. The attractive human energies of 
urban spaces—mialls, discos, bookstores, department stores, sidewalks, the- 
aters, food stalls, restaurants, stadiums, and so on—are always in full swing in 
reality but do not so much as appear in the film. The filming techniques, with 
their minimal camera movement and close-up attention to the disjointed 
movements of work, also do not project a sense of realism. The spatial 
dilemma is shown in the real-life separated living units and in consciousness 
that repeats in images of newly constructed apartments at the end of the film, 
but even more so it exists as a theoretical inquiry. 

To imply as He Yi does that spatial organization has determined human con- 
sciousness and limited agency or even any thought of agency guts traditional 
ideas of authority, diffusing it into buildings, the ground, images in the sky, and 
the environment in general. As in many of the writings of the experimental 
writers, a specific history is no longer directly to blame; going a step farther, 
this director also portrays a material structure that weighs heavily against Xiao 
Dou’s lingering idealism and dooms his project to failure. For Xiao Dou the 
body is culturally inscribed and the mind and heart are culturally inscribed; 
even worse, however, there is almost no place that is not inscribed by this dif- 
fusion of authority.” When Xiao Dou’s actions fall short in helping any of his 
targets, and when his own relationships with his sister and with Yunqing do not 
present him with either motivation or self-understanding, we see that the film 
gives us not only no authority against which to fight, but also no forcefully pre- 
sented solutions. 

The film offers two ways to think of the work space and the worker—even 
if hidden, unarticulated, and dysfunctional—as a barely functioning site of 
social hope. On one hand, to propose a place so seriously compromised in re- 
cent Chinese history must be taken as an ironic smile, the gesture of someone 
who wants to believe but cannot find a thread on which to hang his faith. By 
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muddying Xiao Dou’s idealism with murky issues of sexuality and the ideals 
of childhood, incest and revolutionary heroism, He Yi hedges his bet and plays 
to the knowing viewer. No one who has been through the Maoist period and 
the Cultural Revolution or even heard firsthand the stories of parents and rel- 
atives who labored in May Seventh Cadre Schools to improve their political 
standing would be able to transparently and instantly believe in the curative 
power of work. On the other hand, by undermining recent approaches to un- 
derstanding the self and society common in film and literature, and particu- 
larly by placing at the film’s center his studied investigation of authority and 
resistance—so central to twentieth-century Chinese cultural discourse—He 
Yi carves out a space that demands that Xiao Dou’s moral activism be taken 
seriously. Common sense tells us that the shy and bumbling Xiao Dou, who 
can almost never directly approach the targets of his altruism and calmly dis- 
cuss with them the details of and reasons for their situation, should take up 
his concerned sister’s offer of an introduction to a suitable mate and get on 
with a regular life. Yet he rejects this road, turning his work into a sly new form 
of serve the people. 

In beginning this chapter with a quote from Gan Yang critiquing Chinese 
conservatism in the 1990s, I inserted The Postman into the contemporary de- 
bate on intellectual politics. As Gan Yang details, the debate can be simplified 
into procapitalism and prorevolution poles that are argued theoretically, his- 
torically, culturally, politically, and economically, although the various argu- 
ments hardly fit together in a seamless whole. As Gan Yang states, the multi- 
ple aspects of the procapitalist line “do not even coordinate well with one 
another. Rather, they betray a social mood that relies on tacit agreement” (ital- 
ics added) (47). With The Postman in mind, I would like to quote a section of 
Gan Yang’s text that could easily be taken to describe the film rather than the 
intellectual atmosphere at large: 


In my view, this conservatism is bound to devitalize and suffocate Chinese intel- 
lectual life, leaving it epistemologically torpid and regressive. In fact, intellectual 
ossification, stagnation, and cynicism may already have set in, as evidenced by 
the publication of The Last Twenty Years of Chen Yinke. Full of cultural narcis- 
sism and fatalism, this biography evoked widespread resonance and self-pity 
among Chinese intellectuals. It looks as if Chinese intellectuals have collectively 
reached a dead end, and all they can do now is to intone mournful elegies for 
dead masters.*° 


Although The Postman is not about intellectuals, it is an intellectual film 
that makes a proposal about everyday life, work, and the possibility of revolu- 
tionary idealism. Projecting a world in which all are resigned to their bleak 
lives to the point of unawareness of any possible other option, He Yi does in- 
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deed project “a social mood that relics on tacit agreement.” The film’s suffo- 
cating editing recognizes this resignation as absolutely pervasive, but Xiao 
Dou offers some small relief. 

The debate on a possible Chinese alternative modernity often centers on the 
question of to what extent the revolutionary period should be thought of as 
integral to the Chinese modern. One approach, promoted by Leo Ou-fan Lee 
in his book Shanghai Modern: The Flowering of a New Urban Culture in China, 
1930-1945, identifies a modernity developing first in Shanghai, later in Tai- 
wan and Hong Kong, and then once again in Shanghai as the concept leaps 
over the revolutionary period entirely.’ Another approach has been devel- 
oped directly by Liu Kang and more indirectly by a number of scholars work- 
ing in literature, economics, political theory, and cultural theory.?? Arguing 
that revolutionary thought emphasizing equality, engagement, community, 
and cooperation has had a significant influence on the creation and experi- 
ence of modernity in China, Liu Kang and others promote more intellectual 
awareness of this history and a commitment to its values. According to Zhang 
Xudong, the discourse of an alternative modernity or the “Chinese way” 
“keeps alive the suspended historic promise of bourgeois revolution and 
modernity, namely, the liberty, equality, and self-realization of mankind” and 
“the continued effort to extend the benefits of freedom (from oppression, 
deprivation, and coercion) and democracy to a perpetuated national and in- 
ternational underclass.” As such, this vision does not stem from a “utopian no- 
tion of History” but remains critical of the “disengagement from the commit- 
ment of the Chinese Revolution to the masses” that the economic reforms 
have put into place.* 

The Postman presents us with an example of a bizarre hero who cannot 
think or act collectively, politically, or even with any clear vision of social im- 
provement or moral right. Yet he develops a plan, and he acts on behalf of the 
social good and without thought to his own self-benefit. Within the context of 
the debate on Chinese modernity, what perspective does the film provide? 
Clearly He Yi is very critical of the society that has emerged in the mid-1990s. 
The reforms have produced not prosperity but a devastated urban environ- 
ment populated by a people who are almost numbed into dullness and rou- 
tine. It would never dawn on the characters to resist or even criticize the 
degradations of their social lives; for them, it is just daily life, and the masses 
have no awareness of anything else. The possibilities for change have almost 
evaporated, but they live on in an unlikely hero. 

Whether this change should embrace gender equality at its most basic and 
generative level, however, is a question the film steadfastly declines to con- 
sider. The Postman takes for granted the belief that although all have been 
crushed into the same alienated and un-self-aware routine that has narrowed 
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their lives and robbed them of meaningful human communication, the 
power to break through this monotonous worldview resides only in men. 
Xiao Dou is not as well-developed a hero as Lei Feng, but he still retains an 
ability to perceive and act out a story of social improvement. Although this 
narrative once may have been open to everyone, it now requires not merely 
following a set role but actually conceiving and creating, as if for the first 
time. Whether the social conditions are so desperate as to disallow the radi- 
cal move of placing cultural creation in the mind of a woman or whether the 
director simply cannot conceive of such a thing is unclear. While presenting 
an original and thought-provoking vision of contemporary social life, The 
Postman has little to offer women who envision for themselves a central role 
in social construction. 
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y, patho 
L A gro ‘ xtiles. It is S cenerally agreed 
production meant a significant i i - 


or the a oa especially in the Yangzi Delta. But schol- 


ars have disagreed sharply about the implications of this work for women 


= and their families. 

538. The relevant scholarship presents a confusing, often contradictory, set of 

: claims. For example, some have insisted that the cotton economy raised the 
g standards of those involved. As women increasingly specialized in tex- 


tile wor ; aE argue, they left the farming to their husbands while their 


oC 4 husbands left spinning and weaving to them. Although according to this sce- 
oi oo Har io women stayed indoors more than ever, the meaning 3 of that confinement 
vis debatabl Some see the status of peasant wo proving as they became 

ere, “ee 7 as ae 


ly prestigious near seclusion. Others argue that greater seclusion, coupled 
with mereated ‘abe: for the market without an equal decline in domestic re- 
-sponsibilities, made women’s lives harder. 

For some, textile work was part of a desperate, highly labor-intensive ef- 
fort to maintain subsistence as population rose and farm sizes shrank. Toil 
increased for everyone, but household income stagnated, and nobody _ 
reaped significant benefits. Women might have gained some “freedom” as 
their families were increasingly unable to afford a strictly gendered division 
of labor, but this freedom consisted mostly of greater exposure to an ex- 

ploitative world. 


— 239 — 
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Evaluating these claims requires first combining the research together for 
comparison, and then disaggregating Late Imperial China. By bringing schol- 
arship pertaining to different regions and times together, we can see that some 
of the apparent contradictions may be nothing more than geographic and his- 
torical difference. No single “larger picture” emerges because, in fact, a variety 
of situations existed. A different problem is that the economics of textile pro- 
duction are not completely understood, and scholars have not sufficiently 
tracked the differences between more skilled tasks, often done by women in 
the prime of their lives, and other tasks taken on by girls or the elderly. It is 
also worth remembering that textiles comprised only part of women’s work; 
understan ing the lives and labor of rural women will eventually oe 

a processing Z and other activities. 
dif \ the relationship between 
tural norms, cultural ¢ id economics. When we find eat work tradi- 
tionally considered spt ois te women was also the most lucrative work 
available for women, the robustness and continuity of those norms become 
easier to understand. But in some ways those cases frustrate the historian: we 
learn more about people from the choices they made when economic ration- 
ality and accepted values pointed in different directions, and families ma 
ainful sacrifices in their economic eB jase: or their cultural norms. 


imagine either that sae re een norms they could not afford, ex- 
periencing some degree of liberation in the process, or that they might con- 
tinue to care about those norms enough (either for their own sake or because 
they knew that others would measure them by their failure to uphold them) 
that a sense of degradation would be added to their economic woes. This psy- 
chological aspect of economic and cultural change is important but difficult 
to pinpoint. 

+s While this chapter looks at a variety of relationships among (relative) free- 
dom, income levels, quality of life (including leisure or the lack thereof), and 

is respectability in different regions and periods, the general picture is one in 
» which the relative economic value of different tasks changed much more a 


qu 
éjdly than accepted gender roles. On the whole, 
seam seems t art of a slow but perceptible rate sia: Sa 
inputs, and expectations for f 
arte changes fons reversed by An eco- 
nomic decline that afflicted large parts of the country in the nineteenth and 
(in some cases) early twentieth centuries. 


Finally, many of the dynamics we need to look at are obscured if we use a 
simple binary of family versus individual. Such a stark opposition, which 
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tends to see increases in the economic value of women’s work as either com- 
pensated by increased autonomy from the family (e.g., see the following dis- 
cussion of Stockard’s work) or indicative of increased exploitation by the fam- 
ily,'may suffice for some cases, but it tends to break when we consider a 
broader range of time, space, and possibilities. 


Two Contrasting Visions 


In two provocative oes _ Elvin has pes ees that the Yangzi Delta prefec- 
ture of Jiaxin and a rising material standard 


creasing environmental fragilit 


Elvin considers two frontier prerrares Cyt in Guidhou and mene 
Zunhua, near the Great Wall in northern Zhili—where people pressed less 
heavily on the environment, material life was more spartan, and women were 
much more confined but lived considerably longer.’ Using two different meth- 
ods, Elvin comes up with life expectancies for Guiyang women of 32.0 or 30.4; 
a remarkably high 50,0 or 48.1 for Zunhua; and a dismal 24.5 or 18.3 for Jiax- 
ing (Elvin himself says that the last number is implausibly low).’ These esti- 
mations are subject to large errors, but there is no particular reason that those 
errors should affect relative longevity across these prefectures. 

Li Bozhong sees a very different Late Imperial Jiangnan, in which an im- 
proving material standard of living went along with generally improving or 
stable life expectancies for both males and females (except perhaps for new- 
borns, given the importance of infanticide for population control in his 
story). Both men and women worked more, but this represents a benign de- 
crease in “underemployment.” And where Elvin sees the “traditional” gender 
division of labor breaking under new stresses, Li argues that it was not unti 
the Qing (and at first only in Jiangnan) tha 
came to describe i 
sequently, though the phrase “hus k te u fu bing 
zu0)—a term elastic enough to fit almost any aa mca once been 
as provetenl Met noae nu cit rhetoric now shifted to match changed real- 


ities, and fu fu bing zuo largely disappeared. 
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I have suggested elsewhere that such a shift might have been partly a mat- 
ter of more families feeling they could “afford” to keep women sequestered 
a the rising incomes of the ee ei but Li iemphasies scunQrn S ef- 


, and a mixed pictur juestration (more women wor ing away 
from home, but alin more aorne indoors instead of in the fields, and prob- 
ably more foot binding). And while Li focuses on Jiangnan, he suggests that 
as several other areas of China began their own “proto-industrialization,” 
they moved in similar directions. Interestingly, although the early Qing ref- 
erences to rural cotton textile production in Shandong collected by Xu Tan 
often refer to both men and women spinning and weaving, later quotations 
mention only women.’ This cannot represent the literal truth—we know that 
some North China men wove and even spun during slack periods even dur- 
ing the Republic—but it may indicate a trend in normative gender roles that 
tracked what Li describes for Jiangnan in an earlier period.® 

Despite their differences, these competing perspectives both rely on a 
transcultural logic of income maximization under largely physical con- 
straints and g ae at least perial Sxplanntnisie of Lew goie change ‘ 


np E though i in different ways. Li argues s that women’s earnings i 
creased; Elvin does not address that point, but argues that every bit of in- 
come became increasingly essential as nonmarket safety valves disappeared. 


Both assume that deliberate fertility control was important thou gh they dif- 
fer on how much ‘ lie ovale bo * there was. And bot 


a moved in opposite directions. While we right expect chet women’s material 
*. welfare and the flexibility possible for them would move together—either 


‘ w 
vo because greater freedom to move across space and undertake varied tasks 


v 
ee * &Y will enable people to h S or because an inc 
tance of s earnings to their fami ak 


tous of t 
perial Chinese family Be ° Apparently norms of reine selina were 
powerful enough to demand adherence when a family’s resources allowed 
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them to do so, thus corresponding with increased wealth and material ben- 
efit for women. 


Men, Women, and Household Economy in Late Imperial Jiangnan 


Some Chinese women have produced for the market since ancient times, but 
a distings female r : : SP: 


omer cases, estates Rivet the wives and davatiters a their bondsmen to 
weave, so that the demand was again involuntary and in kind;'! for many for- 
merly bound households that became tax-paying free commoners after 1500, 
‘ait yy it may have seemed natural to instead render cloth to the state.) By the end of 
* the Ming, state demand for rural cloth had been largely absorbed into ca 


Ids specially in Jiangnan; these househ 
ies who ole oo to eat pune ah ithe much more pros erous 


A ne often overlooked point is that women’s earning power appears to 
have os particular! volatile but became less so over the Late Imperial pe- 


: rs, enant farmers. A 
ie woman who could mostly v weave while her children or an elderly mother-in- 
law handled less demanding tasks would earn much more, though precise fig- 
ures Lies on how we ewaliie the labor of young or elderly family members.!* 


‘and they were much closer to their fis 
ands in earning power than were English women of the same period. ‘ig 

But people—especially poor people—did not live “on average” in “the eigh- 
teenth century” but from year to year. Consequently, I have ma linated the rice- 
buying power of a piece of middle-grade cotton cloth for selected years; the 
results are very crude but give some sense of how volatile women’s earnings 
were (1750 = 100): 


1634 110 
1644 50 
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1654 20 
1664 300 
1674 67 
1684 V7 
1694 47 
1750 100 
1780 88 
1800 133 (see note 17) 
1835 44 


Even these shaky data ield some e teliable ge First 


eighteenth oe early nineteenth centuries, and sharply after 1860); thus, my 
conclusions here do not necessarily represent all textile work, much less all 


LONE ) Se 


women's work. econd changes in the rice-buying power of cotton cloth 


“ntl about 1700 and were still somewhat more volatile thereafter.'” Raw cotton 
prices were also volatile and would complicate the picture further, since some 
weaving families produced their own raw-cotton while others bought it. For the 
most part, though, raw-cotton prices seem to have moved enough in syne with 
rice that they would usually reinforce both the long-term trends and the short- 
term fluctuations.'* Third, bout | 


because rive prices were more stable after a 

1700 (because growing long-distance imports made local harvest fluctuations 
less crucial) gig teale SM The volatility of real earnings from cot- 
ton textile work probably also declined over the very long haul, beyond the two 
hundred years reflected in these data, as markets became better developed. This 
would be consistent with recent literature suggesting that rather than a “Song 
economic revolution” followed by long years of stagnation or decline until the 
late Ming boom, the Song-Yuan-Ming period may have seen a much more 
gradual diffusion and elaboration of institutional and technical changes that 
first emerged in the Song.'” If we accept this, at least provisionally, it might also 
offer another perspective on the changing role of textile earnings in the family 
budget. Insofar as a great deal of rural textile production was originally either 
for home use or to meet an in-kind demand from tax collectors or estate own- 
ers, even huge fluctuations in the rice-based value of that cloth would not have 
affected the producers much. But once many rural families sold their cloth, 
prices became crucial, making economic life painfully unstable until markets 
became more predictable. 

Interestingly, a recent book on North China suggests in passing (and, un- 
fortunately, with limited evidence) that that region also experienced an inter- 
mediate stage: one in which earnings fror Hicula: 


w/ speculate that Jiangnan also experienced such a transitional period in which 
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ding rural families’ ceremonial expenses.” This would be in- 


teresting in the present context because ritual expenses were large but irregu- 
lar and thus perhaps well matched to an unstable ir income source, at least to the 

hat one could wait for years in which cloth sales had been lucrative 
weddings. Such a deployment of women’s textile earnings would have 
kept them culturally distinct from men’s—as some have suggested they were 
when textile production was tied to state demand.?! There might also be some 
continuity here with the observation that women continued to produce at 
least some of the textiles they brought with them into marriage, even once 
such goods were easily purchased for cash,” 

It is also interesting in this connection that documents referring to female 
infanticide in Ming/Qing Jiangnan (and other parts of East and South 
China) all emphasize the high price of marrying off daughters, rather than 
the cost of supporting children more generally.?> But for now we can only 


( i0 ogical survival. At any rate, many 
rural families had become hecanlett on textile earnings to purchase food 
by the end of the Ming, when those earnings were still highly irregular. 
Given this instability—and since new farming techniques required precise 
timing**—it is not surprising that Li and Elvin see a late Ming “degender- 
ing” of work, with both men and women switching among tasks in response 
to rapidly shifting market conditions. 

Indeed, one would hardly expect a stable gender division of labor (except 
perhaps among the rich) while economic returns to the epitome of approved 
“womanly work” varied as wildly as they did in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Rigidity about male and female tasks was dangerous, in that there 
was too much to lose. The more predictable textile earnings of the eighteenth 
century would have made a firm division of labor less risky, while smaller 
farms meant that losing women’s farm labor involved little sacrifice. Forgoing 
potential income from peddling and so forth, however, would have remained a 
genuine sacrifice to cultural respectability, though a generally affordable one 
during this relatively prosperous period. Thus Elvin’s claims about a “degen- 
dering” of work and technology amidst economic and environmental stress 
may hold for late Ming and very early Qing Jiangnan, while Li’s picture of 
greater investment in specific skills and a sharper gender division of labor 
would hold for the high Qing. While Elvin cites material from late-nineteenth- 
century gazetteers saying that in Jiaxing and Shanghai even young married 
women conducted many transactions in public (much to the consternation of 
the authors), he notes that most of these materials are copied from earlier edi- 
tions; they probably refer to the seventeenth century.” 
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There are thus grounds for thinking that while the late Ming breakdown 
in the Confucian sexual order was probabl limited to specific elite circles, 


watched delta region; this may well ee led peepee not used to seeing t re- 
i to infer a broader breakdown of mores. At the 


are parallels here to Richard Von G ahn’s observation that in fifteenth- to 
seventeenth-centur as subversive 
the sexual order—being not only a prolific seducer but a rapist—anc 
economic favors as huge but fleeting, while in the eighteenth century, he as- 
sumed a stabilizing and beneficent guise. Von Glahn himself links this to the 
greater stability of Qing markets, though his focus is largely on monetary af- 
fairs.?’ 
2. Meanwhile reased commercialization may have meant that in the Qing 
2 the sale of sexual services, and of women ae more commen 
we With some aleivelyconr men becoming purchasers for the first time. Because 


oat o’these freegulis ESeuontiips mney the poor became more common and vis- 


“a athe increase in such transactions could equally well reliant Rea | use of 
» . Money among the poor, independent of trends in living standards. It could 
sas even indicate improving living standards, as the survival strategies of those at 
Ss the very bottom (a large number of Sommer’s wife sellers, for instance, were 

not merely poor but chronically ill or disabled’*) not only were increasingly 
visible in a more mobile society but stood out more sharply in contrast to 
able-bodied and respectable poor tenants, who increasingly kept “their” 
women at the loom, away from the gaze of others. 

But can we describe eighteenth-century textile producers as relatively pros- 
perous and secure, except in contrast to the undoubtedly wild seventeenth 
century? Some historians, on the contrary, see this as an era of painful popu- 
lation pressure, in which the returns from women’s labor were extremely low, 
perhaps even below subsistence. Relative predictability at those levels would 
hardly seem likely to support a more rigidly gendered division of labor (un- 
less all other female activities earned even lower returns). My other scholar- 
ship addresses this question; some important points now seem well estab- 
lished. 


—&i irst, it is no linger Sea to aly that, ther 
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that suggests that women in mid-ei iangnan who engaged 


© the extent that an adult woman could delegate spinning, 
cleaning: and other ans to others and concentrate on weaving, she could 


Despite some 
— the market did not generally replace the family (or extended 
family) in organizing this part of the division of labor. Thus, it is somewhat 
misleading to think of the value of “a woman's labor” outside her particular 
family structure: teenage girls or an elderly mother-in-law, for instance, might 
be economically quite valuable insofar as they could supply yarn for their 
thirty-five-year-old mother/daughter-in-law to weave, but they become liabil- 
ities overnight if the family suddenly lost its weaver. 

Sometime after 1750, the rice-buying power of low- and medium-grade 
cloth began to decrease. But this was decline from a fairly high level, and it was 
probably quite some time before it affected women’s earnings enough to un- 
dermine Jiangnan’s basic pattern of relative prosperity and a sharply gendered 
division of labor. 


aforementioned sowiniend trend in ihe tiles bivine power oe: a fixed quality of 
cloth after 1750 does not necessarily represent the earning power of mal 


(which often sold for roughly twice as much as mardals -grade cloth, wit hout 
taking twice as long to make), rural Jiangnan weavers é 
~ 


more of their earnin ver— ‘ 
ee suggest did not always refer 

able or comfortable cloth; often this designation was more a mat- 

tendon niRDaR eeennataernseats. The important point is that thes 


ed a higher price and to the extent that weaving in each style was a 


re alty, gains may represent an investment in : <ills. 

the other hand, it leaves us in some doubt about how much of the higher 
prices were actually captured by dyers and other male townspeople. And to the 
extent that this proliferation of market niches increased control of the cloth 
trade by outside guest merchants who tied producers to style-sensitive mar- 
kets, the increasing marginalization of local marketing (some of which, as we 
saw, had been done by women) might represent another instance of earning 
power being at odds with flexibility in roles. 


ive to those doing 
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e spinne hose product was much more generic, had less _ 
chance ufte favorable price trends. V rice data for yarn is ex- 
tremely fragmentary, it seems very unlikely that prices could have risen enough 
for spinners to maintain their real incomes between, say, 1750 and 1850. Thus, 
while Li may be right that mid-eighteenth-century spinners were somewhat 
better off than some other scholars have suggested,*” | am skeptical of his claim 
that spinning was a consistently viable way for adult women to support them- 
selves. Yet there still needed to be almost four hours of spinning for every hour 
of weaving. Who did it and why? 
Some answers are clea 


these girls were conning yarn that their mmottiers wove (not selling the yarn) 
and so were maintaining an integrated household enterprise that was reason- 
ably remunerative; separate calculations of the value added by each person in- 
volved may be somewhat beside the point. When women in their prime spun, 
it was often for the same reason: to supply themselves with yarn needed for 
the more lucrative project of weaving. Relatively little yarn was sold, it ap- 
pears, though more evidence on this point may yet surface. 

The small size of the yarn market is somewhat puzzling. Since a woman 
could make much more money by freeing herself from spinning and doing 
more weaving, even if she had to pay well above the apparent going rate for 
yarn,’ why didn’t the price of yarn rise and the amount sold increase? Surely 
some families—such as those of widowers with teenage daughters—could 
produce yarn but not weave it and needed extra income. Explaining why such 
households did not sell yarn is particularly difficult for those scholars who as- 
sume that women had few other ways of earning any money and that most 
households needed every dime just to survive, but even those of us who take 
a more sanguine view would have reason to expect a larger yarn market than 
we have found so far.** 


sources indicate t ome entire ay pant oui spun, ands it is hardly plausi- 
ble that there would be villages where every household lacked women capable 
of weaving and/or with access to enough cash for a basic loom.” Li explains the 
spinning villages by arguing that what happened instead was that as quality 
and thus skill requirements rose in the fiercely competitive eo market, 
households that cou not compete instead specialized in LAPENG 


tion ne: different kinds of fabric thus pecaiie local napa with the eure 
ree TD 
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skills taught and retaught in that area, Nearby areas that were excluded from 
these niches then concentrated on the complementary activity of spinning. 
Logical though it sounds, this story leaves much to be explained. 

Such a division of labor could be relatively stable if the women in spinning- 
only villages made reasonable amounts of money (even if less than those who 
also wove). But since there were long periods in which the returns for spin- 
ning were very low (and the potential gains for any merchant who got im- 
poverished spinners involved in weaving correspondingly high), it becomes 
harder to see how such a system could be stable. Certainly if the price of yarn 
in rice had declined as much as that of cloth for 1750-1850, by the latter date 


pinn and spinning/weaving villages. Nor is it easy to see 
how setae villages could eepa nompoles on weaving knowledge in a 
world of village exogamy. Thus, the apparently tiny yarn market remains puz- 
zling. 
With yarn hard to buy, it is somewhat artificial to speak of the earning 


power of an individual textile producer without specifying not only the date 
and the woman’ skill level but also the — ee 


1 . seconc woman could contribute. This is One more reason to 
take to inart Skinner s observation that a given family system | (and economy) 
does not simply make sons more valuable than daughters, or vice versa; it gen- 


ix of famil articular ages and sexes. 


Beyond Jiangnan—and beyond 1850 


- Jiangnan not only traded with a larger Chinese economy but also 


- a model region, not least in having so much of the female population in- 
porvolved in the “womanly works””” of textile roductio en 


Whether because of this or 
sion of commercialized rural cloth production occurred dur- 
ing the Qing, which was still work done mostly by women.” There are reasons, 
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then, to expect a recurrence of Jiangnan’s evolving gender division of labor, but 
also reasons to eae CURIS, 


tion of its textiles for high ai boreaven the ae acl size of 
most farms in Jiangnan meant that there was much less reason for women to 
do agricultural work, in which they could not rival male productivity. Jiang- 
nan may also have been unusual in the extent to which earnings from the pro- 
duction of low-grade cloth lagged behind those in farming, since the methods 
(and thus labor productivity) involved i in producing coarse cloth seem to se 


m ills and develop as rigid a sexua 
labor as in Jiangnan. 
At ae gs ay extreme from ie he ba 


m= hes ae 
ition by s 


with tightly supervised dormitories made this possible within the bounds of 
respectability? The importance of male-only occupations (e.g., logging and 
mining) on some frontiers and the real or perceived dangers from restive mi- 
norities would only have reinforced this tendency. As some frontiers became 
more securely Han (or more securely settled, in the case of some steep, previ- 
ously unpopulated highlands), sex ratios would have gradually declined, but 
one can easily imagine reasons why even frontiers that were filling up quickly 
would maintain the sharp gender divisions of labor and strong tendencies to- 
ward female seclusion that Elvin sees in Guiyang and Zunhua. Where miner- 
as or forest products dominated the ae economy, female roduc tiod would 


much easier once corn 
and potatoes became widely available)."° In such situations, so-called normal 
family life might have taken root just as the local economy was becoming less 
commercial, leaving womer estic production and with rela- 
tively little reason to go out ncluding, or maybe even espe- 
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cially, recently assimilated minorities) may also have favored female seclusion 
as a way of demonstrating that they were on the right side of the ethnic/civi- 
lizational line. 

One interesting exception to such frontier patterns, though, would seem to 
be the extension of tea_planting in the highlands of Fujian and Hunan. 
Women frequently worked growing tea, often for wages and under the super- 
vision of nonkin. They also breached seclusion in other ways. Robert Fortune 
reports seeing women, along with children and old men, selling tea seeds 
at temple fairs and seeing “housewives’—presumably respectable adult 
women—-selling cloth in Fuzhou markets. Shigeta Atsushi cites a gazetteer 
saying that in the early Qing, both men and women worked as local tea mer- 
chants (not just cultivators) in Anhua, Hunan. There is no mention of such 
activity later, when outside “guest merchants” took over the trade, perhaps 
paralleling the earlier disappearance of women trading in Jiangnan cloth mar- 
kets.*! Moreover, cultural diffusion went both ways. In some places, minority 
customs that gave women more scope for activities outside the home seem to 
have influenced regional practices even long after the Han had become dom- 
inant.”* But, in general, it seems likely that most Late Imperial frontier zones 
were indeed areas of particularly sharp gender segregation and division of 
labor, at least for Han* families. This is quite logical once we see these areas 
not as zones of particularly intense necessity and pragmatism (on the model 
of an ideal-typical American “frontier family”) but instead as areas where 
families could meet their limited cash needs from the proceeds of male labor, 
where the absence of some laborsaving goods available for purchase in core 
regions might have made women’s work within the home particularly time 
consuming, and where the continued presence of large numbers of single 
(and sometimes non-Han) males commonly deemed dangerous might have 
increased pressures for female seclusion. 

More important, though—at least numerically—are the long-settled low- 
land regions that underwent rapid population growth (and/or regrowth after 
depopulation in the Ming-Qing transition): large parts of Hunan and Hubei, 
Sichuan, Jiangxi, Guangdong, Shandong, Hebei, and Henan, and so on. In 
many of these places continued population growth in the latter half of the 
Qing went along with trends that are not easily categorized: trade across 
macroregional lines (particularly along the Yangzi and the Grand Canal) often 
decreased, while within some of the same macroregions, the regional economy 
diversified and internal trade increased." 

In many such regions, cloth production increased sharply as people within 
the region produced first low-grade and then middle-grade cloth that substi- 
tuted for goods once imported from Jiangnan. As the process continued, some 
regions not only substituted local cloth for Jiangnan imports, but also began to 
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sell cloth elsewhere. Yamamoto Susumu has traced this process for Sichuan 
from the mid-Qing into the Republic. He shows a leapfrog pattern in which 
areas that began importing cloth from Northern Hunan/Southern Hubei 
(which used to buy from Jiangnan before its cloth production increased) subse- 
quently began to produce their own cloth instead, and in some cases then began 
exporting to other parts of Sichuan, which later engaged in its own gi sub- 
stitution and began exporting to still 1 more remote e TegIONs, and so on. 
It is worth se tha the opening of treaty ports, | 


ere, so far as | know, imite 
. _ ae 


raw material on pot; while a few fairly prosperous areas, par- 
ticularly in Guangdong and Fujian, traded for raw cotton (mostly with sugar) 
and so began extensive cloth production without cultivating cotton, most of 
China’s poorer regions (where the big population growth was after about 
1750) did not. However, imports of foreign yarn in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries allowed areas that did not grow cotton to begin mak- 
ing cotton cloth, spreading the import-substitution process still further."°As 
best we can tell, interior regions that lost cloth markets through these mecha- 
nisms did not find new niches by producing higher-quality cloth the way 
Jiangnan had; instead, these regions (and particularly their women) lost an 
ee source ¢ of income, s sometimes with very serious results.” 


men). Most men in the empire were Gar less productive in Srcalture than 
Jiangnan was, but many, once they began, could catch up quickly in the effi- 
ciency with which they produced the cheaper grades of cloth. Thus, it quickly 
became advantageous for them to make cloth themselves, rather than buy it in 
exchange for grain or raw cotton. If this point is correct, rural textile workers 
outside Jiangnan might have been quite close to their husbands in earnings 
per day, though smaller supplies of cotton and smaller markets (due both to 
lower incomes and less transportation) would have meant that they worked 
for money far fewer days than their husbands did (while Jiangnan women 
probably worked almost as many days for income as their husbands). In 
such an environment, it would also often make sense for men to both farm 
and do some weaving (unlike in Jiangnan), and this seems to have occurred 
fairly often. 

In other cases—such as parts of Hunan, where the profit-maximizing use 
of additional labor might have been increasing the double-cropping of 
rice—economics pny not explain the growth of cloth production. Instead, 
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F it is Pempena t to vehi Sige at least in the Middle Yanwel the 
spread of such social ambitions was originally stimulated by rising prosper- 
ity during the eighteenth-century export boom, but it certainly seems to 
have transcended that rationale. In much of North China, for instance, it is 
likely that there was a long-term decline in living standards from the high 
Qing to the Republic, yet female seclusion certainly was prized there. 

In all gi ng then, the g geen = we see in these densely settled re- 


ess. Var fous" AVION buffers” disappeared a as tis 
sizes decreased and i higet disappeared, and, in at least one North China case, 


they did so by area ap 
propriating them for home use, as Elvin argues that people e for- 


est and hillside plants of Guiyang and Zunhua.*! The gendered division of 
labor seems not to have become as sharp in other densely settled areas as in 
Jiangnan; in North China, as we have already mentioned, men wove and oc- 
casionally even spun during the long agricultural slack season.* The new 
kinds of production women engaged in mostly involved skills that could be 
learned very quickly and so did not promote a sharp division of labor. North 
China probably also saw less increase in the consumption of goods that might 
have decreased domestic work than did pre-1850 Jiangnan—and certainly less 
than more prosperous twentieth-century areas that increasingly purchased 
kerosene, matches, and machine-spun yarn. 

But cae do we see the degendering of St marked tasks that 


crease In female field labor and domestic labor, but not, it seems, in public 
visibility, except perhaps os pices = £4 Now s 


economic dynantics involved shifted. The post-1860 rise of new silk districts 
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in the Western part of the delta (particularly around Wuxi) brought many 
more women out of their homes into centralized filatures, a process that al- 
ready had been evident in the silk-reeling sheds that grew up in and around 
eastern delta market towns during the previous century.°' Yet while pre- 
mechanized silk reeling had involved special skills and seems to have been 
practiced by women for as lon could keep it up f 

though significant endurance); 
young women did most of this work and usually abandoned it after mar- 
riage.>° The actual tending of silkworms was also overwhelmingly female, but 
this job remained home based and involved both married and unmarried 
women. These women may have had even less contact with nonkin males 
than Bie ie cocoon DIOS URETS mors women seis ahes reeled the silk as 


While returns from sericulture varied wildly—due not only to price fluctu- 


ations, but even more to the i nt risks of total crop failure—this does not 
seem to have encouraged a diversificati ’s efforts, as the instabil- 


ity of cotton returns in the late Ming apparently did. contrary, many 
women in this region intensified their commitment to sericulture during the 
1920s, rearing two crops of silkworms.°* From the 1860s to at least 1900 was 
a lucrative time, to the point that there is no puzzle about women concen- 
trating on silkworm cultivation, even with its fairly high risks. However, esti- 
mates for the 1920s onward vary enough that one may need some explanation 
besides simple profit seeking to explain what seems to have been an ever- 
greater degree of concentration on this one economic activity by women in 
silk regions.*’ The concentration on one activity was such that when the silk 
industry in Kaixiangong village collapsed in the 1930s, the women 
idle, rather than movin into an other kind of work 


‘to commute and had too little land to focus their labor on it), leaving the fam- 
ily’s women to tend the microplot. Thus they were doubly disadvantaged and 
perhaps doubly isolated: their move into farming can hardly be seen as 
breaching traditional gender barriers, but was akin to what women left behind 
by migration (or death) and unable to hire a farm laborer had done for cen- 
turies, with the difference that many received remittances from their hus- 
bands.‘! From another perspective, tl eV 


ion of these women foresh 
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the feminization of agriculture in parts of contemporary China (and earlier in 
Taiwan) as men moved into better-paying jobs. Since this has occurred at the 
same time that farms again often become single households, many of the 
women taking over farming have not only fallen further behind their men- 
folk in income, but also in the range of their extrafamilial contacts. 

Looking at cotton-growing Tongzhou just north of the Yangzi across from 
Jiangnan, Kathy Walker describes what may be the closest twentieth-century 
analogue to Elvin’s picture of the late Ming. Once largely a supplier of raw cot- 
ton to Jiangnan (an earlier incarnation of its textile industry having been 
mostly wiped out by southern competition), the Tongzhou region began pro- 
ducing middle-grade cloth for export (especially to Manchuria) after about 
1880, using foreign yarn for the warp and homespun yarn made from local cot- 
ton for the weft.°? Most of the producers were tenants or part tenants/part 
owners on small farms, and both men and women wove in an attempt to fully 
utilize their looms and compensate for small, not especially fertile farms. The 
pattern became more firmly established during the Republic. 

Walker argues that this rural industrialization did not make Tongzhou any 
more prosperous, and she criticizes Thomas Rawski’s claim that increased 
cloth consumption indicates an improvement in living standards; at least in 
Tongzhou, she argues, buying more manufactured cloth (which was less 
durable than homespun) represented a step down for people who were too 
busy trying to scrape together a subsistence income to make cloth for them- 
selves anymore.** Unfortunately, Walker provides almost no more general data 
on incomes or consumption, and the little she does have is from a wartime 
Mantetsu survey. But if she is right, her point would be quite important. 

Walker also argues that as men took up the loom, Tongzhou women moved 
into agriculture for the first time, or at least the first time in quite a while. Prior 
to the twentieth century, she claims, there are almost no references to women 
in this area doing farmwork except for weeding, yet twentieth-century women 
often worked in their own fields and even hired out as farm laborers. While this 

- owas due to the labor intensity of cotton production and to men beginning to 

ot / weave, italso reflected a more general, highly d j oroletarian- 
ization. As peasants’ holdings proved increasingly inadequate (due both to the 
emergence of a new landlordism and to population growth),“ poor men and 
women had to hire themselves out more to make ends meet. Men, however, 
tended to get better-paying nonfarm jobs, either locally or in the cities; if they 
hired out as farm laborers, it was usually short-term work between other jobs. 
Women, largely blocked from better jobs, were left to tend the family microplot 
and/or become hired farmhands. Though women were a minority of hired 
agricultural laborers, they worked the majority of hired days, in Walker’s data. 
When the women who ran many small farms needed help, they hired other 
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women, whom ihe could essere more roti el 
be use the 'y could pay them ess." Cotton production, which involved less ir- 


ior to the widespread use of 


alker presents a grim scenario that combines additional work bur- 
dens, a stagnant or falling standard of living, and continuing or even increased 
vpueo As noted earlier, the evidence fora falling Sieh standards is ‘ane but 


ne of reason to couse that the 
gone Ment side the >in hrs 


ell and Walker describe thus differ strikingly, not only 

from the “common sense” that tells us individual earning power will enhance 

women’s a but also from the situation that Janice Stockard describes 
aa. China’s second most advanced region, ‘i 


ere ee 


gether. They could ae? resist certain nother kinds of work—as onal cot- 
ton workers, for instance, could not—that might interfere with their ability to 
reel silk. And while this power was most effectively wielded before marriage, 
when a natal family eager to hold on to a young woman's earning power might 
well back her up, spaces that benefited women more generally also appeared.” 

Some avenues do seem available to advance this inquiry further. There are, 
for instance, some 1930s county-level data on purchases of imported and 
manufactured goods for Jiangsu and Zhejiang; it might be interesting to see to 
what extent these areas were using things that should have made managing 
the household a little easier for women, such as matches or kerosene, and how 
much of any growing consumption consisted of goods like cigarettes, which 
were consumed individually (mostly by males) and so would have done noth- 
ing to compensate or offset women’s additional labor for the market. This 
migh larify both standard- of- piss Salou and issues of what happened 


It may, in fact, turn out that much of the difference between Stockard’s rel- 
atively optimistic view of women’s work and autonomy and the much darker 
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views of Bell and especially Walker can be understood in terms of the geo- 
graphic and job mobility of men during the same period. While men were 
never as restricted in their mobility as women, neither did they automatically 
control their movements or earnings, at least as long as they were part of 
something larger than a simple conjugal household. The degree of that con- 
trol varied, among other things, with the location of their work. Where men 
remained on the farm and in the village (as appears to have been the case for 
most of them in the region studied by Stockard), the movement of women 
into off-farm wage labor (or even into more remunerative and specialized 
labor within the household compound) may well have been to their advan- 
tage, increasing their perceived importance and sometimes creating a small 
fund that they (or a more senior woman in the family) could draw on directly. 
But where men as well as women did more of their work outside the house- 
hold economy, both geographically and in terms of the mode of production— 
and men were able to move farther and faster, at least geographically—the 
erosion of a unified household economy may have actually left men in control 
of a larger share of the family income than before. In such a situation, partic- 
ular family configurations would have mattered enormously: a young wife 
with good relations with her mother-in-law, for instance, would be in a far 
better position to insure that a large share of the earnings of an absent hus- 
band went to immediate household needs than otherwise. 


Conclusion 


This essay raises more questions than it answers, not only because of missing 
evidence. I have tried to pull apart certain questions that have often been bun- 
dled together, suggesting regional, temporal, and conceptual ways to subdi- 
vide them. Beyond such efforts, | think, lies the more complicated challenge 
of rethinking the categories of “individual” and “family” in a Chinese context, 
a challenge that only intensifies when we try not only to understand economic 
trends but also to interpret their cultural ramifications. As my discussion has 
shown, the degendering of work may or may not indicate spatial and concep- 
tual freedom. The relationship between cultural norms in female work and 
the autonomy—let alone more complicated notions such as the perception of 
status or rank—is complex and changing. The shifting patterns discussed in 
this chapter speak to more specific and complicated trade-offs, in which indi- 
vidual and family can be neither clearly delineated nor set up against each 
other as discrete units. Both the framework and the internal pieces of that pic- 
ture are still only partly visible. 
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The Vocational Woman and the 
Elusiveness of “Personhood” in 
Early Republican China 


Bryna Goodman 


Te CREATION OF NEW WOMEN was an evolving project of Chinese modern- 
izers. Female exemplars of the Late Imperial period were iconic figures of 
virtue: chastity, loyalty, and the separation of the sexes. The new woman, first 
evoked by late Qing reformers and revolutionaries, transposed the virtues of 
loyalty and service onto the new imagined nation. If, in the late Qing, most re- 
formers conceived of such service in ways that still sheltered women from di- 
rectly challenging the separation of the sexes (educating women for an im- 
proved maternal function as better mothers of new male citizens), 
revolutionaries went further, envisioning women’s engagement in political ac- 
tion.' In the iconoclastic New Culture Movement of the early Republican era, 
traditional women’s virtues were caricatured in a critique of patriarchal soci- 
ety. Feminists increasingly called on women to engage in social intercourse 
with men in the creation of a new society. Like Late Imperial models of 
chastity and late Qing exemplary mothers of new citizens, the May Fourth—era 
new woman was still a repository of virtue, but she had to exemplify a more 
modern kind of virtue. This new virtue was modern personhood, ren’ge, an 
apparently gender-neutral term, which evoked independent thinking, self- 
reliance, and individual moral integrity.’ 

Women’s ability to achieve ren’ge was hotly debated. To be fully modern, 
women had to be employed. To convey personhood, such employment should 
reflect a meaningful vocation. Even with a vocation, it was difficult for a work- 
ing woman to achieve ren’ge, however, because work in the public realm 
smeared women’s moral purity with the stains of money and men’s sexual de- 
sires. If elusive during life, fleeting attributions of ren’ge could be achieved 
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posthumously through suicide—a contradictory action in modern times to be 
sure, but one that still reverberated with sufficient cultural capital to com- 
mand the attention of even leftist intellectuals. 

In 1919, Mao Zedong created a modern social issue out of the suicide of a 
young Hunanese woman.’ In doing so, he both celebrated ren’ge and eluci- 
dated its elusiveness. Zhao Wuzhen slit her throat while being transported in 
a bridal sedan chair to the family home of her fiancé. In his now-celebrated 
essays on the topic, Mao felt it necessary to address the issue of whether Miss 
Zhao had ren’ge. He acknowledged that she did not entirely have free will, 
since her parents had arranged her marriage despite her objections. In this 
sense she was merely a pitiful victim of the evils of the authoritarian family 
system. Nonetheless, Mao argued, in Miss Zhao’s last brief moment of life, 
when “the snow white knife was stained with fresh red blood . .. , her ren’ge 
also gushed forth suddenly, shining bright and luminous.”* 

Tao Yi, a female member of Mao’s New Study Society, developed Mao's dis- 
cussion of Miss Zhao’s ren’ge in an article in Women’s Bell ( Niijie zhong): 


¥ 


Though we should not say that Miss Zhao died “for love of freedom,” we must 
recognize her as “one who sacrificed herself to reform the marriage system.” If 
she were just a passive person trying to protect her own freedom, then why did 
she not commit suicide at the time she hid the knife, or while she rode in the 
sedan with her family to her sister's home? Why did she wait till she was in her 
bridal clothes, and sitting in her bridal sedan, to commit suicide? | doubt that so 
many people would have known about her suicide or felt so deeply troubled by 
her death if she had killed herself a day earlier, when she was dressed as a regu- 
lar daughter, sitting in a regular sedan!® 


Both commentators insisted that Miss Zhao, though victimized by the family 
system, nonetheless exercised agency and attained ren’ge through her carefully 
premeditated and strategically located suicide. Her action inflicted financial 
damage upon the families that oppressed her’ and brought the constrained 
circumstances of her life and death into the realm of public discussion. 

Though intent on endowing Zhao Wuzhen with personhood, Mao and Tao 
could make only limited claims for her agency because she had no indepen- 
dent existence outside of her natal or conjugal families. Had Miss Zhao been 
an independent person with a job, one might assume that a carefully executed 
suicide would not be the definitive mark of her personhood. 

In September 1922, a young female secretary named Xi Shangzhen com- 
mitted suicide in the office of her employer, Tang Jiezhi, after losing money on 
the stock market. The suicide of a woman who was employed appeared to call 
into question the project of Chinese modernity. Commentators proclaimed 
that Xi’s death shook the foundations of public opinion.® It was widely cov- 
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ered in all of the major Shanghai newspapers: Shenbao, Minguo ribao, Xin- 
wenbao, Shibao, Zhonghua xinbao, Xin Shenbao, Shishi xinbao, and Shenzhou 
ribao, as well as in Crystal (Jingbao) and small-format (“mosquito”) papers. 
Fearing that “scholars of the old school will necessarily use [the suicide] as a 
pretext for attacking the modern movement,” a Shanghai-based Association 
for Research on Women’s Vocations ( Furti zhiye yanjiu she) published a vol- 
ume of reflective essays by Chinese intellectuals, highlighting the issue of 
women’s occupations: “Since Miss Xi hanged herself in the office of the Jour- 
nal of Commerce (Shangbao), the news has traveled far and near, and everyone 
has ... published their views regarding this case in the newspapers. ... Why is 
this so? Isn’t the reason that, at the dawn of women’s vocations, there has been 
such an extreme setback?”? 

The link between suicide and ren’ge raised in the discussion of Zhao Wuzhen 
would be reprised, with different emphasis, in public commentary concerning 
Xi Shangzhen. The major difference, of course, was Xi’s work, which (rather 
than her determined suicide) marked her departure from Chinese tradition 
and defined her as modern. Xi belonged to a different category of woman than 
Zhao Wuzhen, who could only travel through public space enclosed within a 
sedan chair. The different life circumstances of the two women meant that so- 
cial activists would find different meanings in their acts of self-destruction 
(though both suicides, characteristically, were attributed broad social signifi- 
cance.)'® Zhao’s suicide was construed as an act of resistance against a feudal 
tradition. Xi’s suicide three years later, in contrast, cast a shadow over the mod- 
ern working woman and her ability to manifest ren’ge. 


Personhood and Female Vocations 


New Culture reformers and radicals alike viewed the emergence of educated 
women into a sexually integrated public workplace as crucial to the modern 
transformation of Chinese culture. Spatial liberation from the confines of 
women’s quarters and economic self-reliance through work were requisites for 
the formation of the new independent female citizen. The new woman of the 
early Republican era and the feminist goal of women’s vocations (funii zhiye, 
niizi zhiye) were fashioned in relation to this ideal of modern personhood. In 
his famous essay “The Way of Confucius and Modern Life,” Chen Duxiu ar- 
gued that the “independence of the personhood of the individual” (geren 
ren’ge duli) depended on the independence of individual property. The two 
linked principles constituted “the life pulse of modern society.”'' The human 
bonds of hierarchy and subordination in Confucianism had obstructed “the 
individual independence of ren’ge” (ren’ge zhi geren duli), which could not be 
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complete prior to the modern era. The problem of incomplete, or defective 
ren’ge, according to Chen, was particularly characteristic of women, who had 
been subjected to particular subordination.’? In this foundational statement 
of May Fourth feminism, women’s ren’ge is essential to the modernity that 
would be heralded by the overturning of patriarchal Confucian society. 
Nonetheless, the quality of women’s ren’ge was in question, having been dam- 
aged by millennia of bad history. Public discussion of the res’ge issue in the 
years that followed suggests that achieving rem’ge in men’s eyes was particu- 
larly hard for women, even for those who took for granted that they had it and 
that it was a universal human attribute. 

The left-wing writer Ye Shengtao, considering the question of women’s 
ren'’ge in New Tide in 1919, asserted that women were entitled to ren’ge “be- 
cause they are human beings.” More complicated, however, was the question 
of whether women currently possessed ren’ge: “Until recent years, there have 
been only a small number of independent women. Most women did not have 
true, firm worldviews, as they were confined to the home... . It is no exagger- 
ation to say that these women had incomplete ren’ge, or almost no ren’ge.” 
Over time, “bound and exhausted women” lost their understanding of the 
world, their identity, and their ability to reason." 

Although some feminists expressed faith in “the theory of the equality of 
men’s and women’s ren’ge,’ they voiced this theory in order to encourage 
women to develop their rem'ge.'* Women’s ren’ge needed protection. “Safe- 
guarding ren’ge,’ (baozhang ren’ge) was one of the central missions of the As- 
sociation for Women’s Suffrage, established in Shanghai in October 1922.'° 
Most commonly, however, both male and female feminists recognized that 
work had to be done to develop or reconstruct women’s ren’ge. In the words 
of Wan Pu, representative of the Beijing Society for the Advancement of 
Women’s Suffrage (Niizi canzheng xiejinhui), such societies existed in order to 
recover women’s lost ren’ge.'¢ 

Modern education was a necessary step toward the development of women’s 
ren’ge. Although an exceptional woman might demonstrate ren’ge in an ex- 
traordinary moment of protest and self-sacrifice, it was generally held that 
without education women could not have independent minds and moral char- 
acter. The call for women’s vocations depended on the prior establishment and 
proliferation of women’s schools in the last years of the Qing dynasty.'” 

Education alone, however, was not sufficient. Only with the economic self- 
sufficiency and status brought by purposeful employment and engagement in 
society could women have the freedom to act in public. Ren’ge demanded both 
intellectual training and integration into society through female vocations. In 
this vocational thrust, despite a common nationalist impulse that linked the 
new woman to the nation, the Republican-era repudiation of Confucianism 
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necessitated a rupture with the predominant representation of women in late 
Qing feminism, as mothers of the new citizens of the Chinese nation. In the 
late Qing, reformers as well as conservatives repudiated the idea of female vo- 
cational education, an idea whose time had not yet come.'® Mainstream May 
Fourth rhetoric, in contrast, emphasized female vocations, which now only 
conservatives questioned in print.!? 

The critical role of independent vocations in determining a woman's social 
value is clear from discussions of female suffrage and participation in govern- 
ment that also appeared in the May Fourth press. Although the appropriate- 
ness of female suffrage was by no means generally accepted even among fem- 
inists in this period, women’s vocations were regularly invoked as a 
prerequisite for this ultimate achievement of female citizenship. In the words 
of one journalist identified with funii zhiye, suffrage could only be considered 
for women with meaningful vocations, because only such women could be 
said to have independent personhood: 


Female doctors, female teachers, female secretaries, female merchants and female 
restaurateurs—only these count as independent labor, and only these may have 
the right to participate in government. As for those taitai and xiaojie who ride in 
cars, play poker, mahjong, wear gold and diamonds and follow fashion, we ab- 
solutely cannot permit them the right to participate in government. They are 
only parasites on men, not themselves independent.”° 


Such derision of dependent women—taitai, xiaojie, and also concubines— 
was common in the progressive press of this period.?' Not only did these 
women lack ren’ge because of their dependence on men, but, as the passage 
suggests, they were morally suspect because of their interest in gold, dia- 
monds, and other luxuries. Criticisms of fashionable but morally vacuous 
women often appeared on the same pages of magazines as commercial adver- 
tisements that glamorized domestic women and their modern clothing, fur- 
niture, and up-to-date appliances. 

If the virtue of ren’ge demanded that women enter into work with men, the 
social conditions of that work also threatened women’s ren’ge. A 1921 Shen- 
bao editorial celebrated the growing numbers of women working in depart- 
ment stores, but questioned their managers’ motivations: “If you think that 
women are rare commodities and hope to attract customers by using them, 
then you will destroy women’s ren'ge.”*? Some left-wing writers decried the 
fact that attractive female workers were advanced over plainer ones. Yang 
Zhihua, writing a few months after Xi Shangzhen’s death, raised concern 
about the corrupting influence of the power relations in offices that em- 
ployed women. Yang, who was approximately the same age as Xi Shangzhen, 
noted that some middle-class women who had benefited from education 
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now held high-quality jobs in banks, telegraph and telephone bureaus, and 
factories. Nonetheless, she questioned their ability to be independent: 
“[Today] many women working .. . have no choice but to kiss the asses (pai 
mapi) of the men in charge; otherwise they cannot protect their jobs. If they 
can’t directly kiss ass, then they exert their energies in the direction of those 
closest and most beloved by those in power.”?? Yang closed her article ex- 
pressing her hope that, despite the pressures, women might still value their 
ren’ge. Her wistful tone betrays sobering experience of the realities of the pol- 
itics of male-dominated offices. 


Constraints of Class 


Just as the realities of office employment threatened women’s attainment of 
ren’ge, so did its class bias. The definitions of both ren’ge and funii zhiye, which 
emphasized education and freedom, restricted their achievement to a minor- 
ity of women. In August 1922 a citywide strike of silk filiature workers 
brought the substantial urban presence and economic plight of female factory 
workers powerfully to the attention of the Shanghai public. The young work- 
ers’ strike, poor pay, dangerous work conditions, and long hours were sympa- 
thetically reported and discussed in many of the same periodicals that exten- 
sively covered Xi Shangzhen’s suicide one month later. Though the workers’ 
conditions were deplorable and their activism crucial to the socialism advo- 
cated by many of the journalists who wrote for the early Guomindang organ 
Minguo ribao, a comparison of coverage leaves the impression that concern 
for the office worker’s suicide was disproportionately preoccupying. Female 
factory workers, whose presence and problems were more substantial, were 
less poignant for the writers and their educated audience because they lacked 
ren’ge" 

Female factory workers, more than male factory workers, could not meet 
criteria for ren’ge and could not be considered to have independent vocations. 
Despite the workers’ numbers and their determined mobilization through the 
Niizi gongye jinde lui (Women’s association for the advancement of industrial 
virtue),?> commentators noted that, in contrast to the concurrent seamen’s 
strike, which was composed of independent individuals, the women strikers’ 
bodies were not necessarily free. A monograph on female employment pub- 
lished in the year of the strike characterized female factory workers as pitiful 
slaves of capitalists. The author asserted that because of Chinese culture and 
China’s belated industrialization, Chinese women had only three options: they 
could sell their labor (sai laoli), they could prostitute themselves (mai xing), 
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or they could starve to death. There was something about women using their 
bodies—in any respect—for moncy that made female workers and female 
prostitutes comparable and “most pitiful.” “The former sells strength; the lat- 
ter sells sex.” It was commonly argued that in practice the sale of sex aug- 
mented the sale of labor in the struggle to make ends meet: “If they have chil- 
dren, or if they are widowed, they cannot avoid selling their sex in addition to 
selling their labor.”’> Left-wing writers, like this author, at times spoke of 
women’s ren’ge and women’s vocations in universal terms, insisting that the 
problems of all women were more fundamental than the shortsighted goals of 
a privileged few who were only concerned for their own educational and pro- 
fessional development. Nonetheless, their characterizations of the young and 
poor workers reflect victimization only and suggest an absence of both mind 
and agency. If female factory labor marked a necessary passage in China’s 
modernization process, working conditions would have to change before 
women workers could become independent, and they would have to be edu- 
cated before they could possess ren’ge. 

Political moderates went further in characterizing the exclusivity of ren’ge. 
Chen Wentao explained in a special “female vocations” issue of Ladies’ Maga- 
zine that “[real] vocations must be independent. Occupations not indepen- 
dent in character are only oppressed labor. They cannot be counted as zhiye.” 
Chen outlined four categories of female work: household labor, home handi- 
craft production, factory work, and independent occupations, such as female 
merchants or teachers. The first two types were manifestly under the influence 
of husbands and family. Chen admitted that factory workers could exercise 
partial independence, but he only considered the fourth category of employ- 
ment as fundamentally independent. By Chen’s estimate, not even 1 percent 
of China’s women inhabited this category.?’ 

If, despite the democratic impulses of New Culture rhetoric, the inter- 
twined ideals of personhood and female vocations were highly exclusive, the 
conflicting representations of modern women in the May Fourth press sug- 
gest the way in which the issue of female vocations—far more than female ed- 
ucation in this period—was volatile. Women’s education, like modern fash- 
ions, could be contained within the home. Most female students married and 
dropped out of society. In contrast, female employment in society challenged 
the Confucian separation of sexes, the idea that women must be nei, contained 
within the domestic sphere and separate from what was wai, that which was 
outside, in society and politics. Moreover, because of its class character, the 
idea of female vocations was preoccupying for the New Culture journalists be- 
cause it struck directly at the families and personal relations of those who en- 
gaged in public writing in this period. 
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The Vocational Woman Commits Suicide 


Catapulted into public view by her suicide at the age of twenty-four sti, Xi 
Shangzhen was immediately recognized by public commentators as a new- 
style woman. Xi had the prerequisites for ren’ge, having been educated in a vo- 
cational school, the East City Girls’ School (Chengdong niixue). Though her 
immediate family was poor, an uncle provided for her tuition. Her school em- 
braced a nationalist feminism that stressed political activism and encouraged 
students to venture into public space. Since only one Chinese woman in ten 
thousand attended school, to prevent the remaining nine thousand ninety- 
nine from being “useless people,” the school formed student lecture teams to 
go from the city to the countryside bringing education to poor women. The 
1912 issue of the school journal, Female Student, included a photograph of fe- 
male revolutionary soldiers in Shanghai and an essay on the importance of 
women’s participation in government.”® 

Xi Shangzhen was, moreover, engaged in a professional working relationship 
with men in a modern newspaper office. Office work was a new phenomenon 
for Chinese women that may be dated to the end of World War I. After teaching 
at her alma mater, Xi was introduced by a relation to her new employer, Tang 
Jiezhi, managing director of the Journal of Commerce. Press accounts of Xi var- 
iously describe her as a female secretary, female copyist, or female clerk, the 
qualifier fernale appearing before each mention of her occupation because these 
professions had been monopolized by men and were gendered male. Her desk 
was located in Tang’s office. Her job involved opening incoming mail, showing 
it to Tang, and distributing it to appropriate individuals at the newspaper.”® Xi’s 
monthly salary of twenty yuan, though minimal, was sufficient to permit a de- 
gree of economic independence. She gave half her salary to her mother, with 
whom she lived; half paid her own expenses. The Journal of Commerce was 
known for being progressive. The director, Tang, supported the cause of female 
vocations. Tang had been educated in the United States, and he was a public fig- 
ure in the May Fourth movement. His newspaper reported on the movement 
for womer’s vocations, hailing the appearance of new vocational training pro- 
grams and the opening to women of various professions.”° 

Xi’s modernity and her ren’ge were confirmed in the public eye, finally, by 
the fact that she broke off an arranged engagement and had vowed never to 
marry. Xi’s refusal of an arranged marriage suggests both individual determi- 
nation and also assurance. Probably both her decision to refuse and her abil- 
ity to refuse successfully were influenced by her education and facilitated by 
her money-earning role in her family. 

Public recognition of Xi Shangzhen as a new woman is key to understand- 
ing media focus on the contradiction her suicide posed for her ren’ge, since 


The Vocational Woman and the Elusiveness of “Personhood” 273 


suicide was associated with weak, old-style women. In the eruption of public 
concern over the meaning of a suicide by an educated, modern, and employed 
woman, feminists modeled Xi after their ideal heroine of modernity and 
found her suicide incomprehensible: “Xi Shangzhen promoted female profes- 
sional employment and set a standard by her behavior. ... How can it be that 
she has died, and not of illness but . . . of suicide by hanging?”*" 

By virtue of the signs of modernity she bore, Xi was presumed to be “some- 
one who experienced women’s inequality and wanted to realize liberation and 
economic independence. .. . In the bravery of her struggle she achieved the 
position of female secretary at the Journal of Commerce.’ The suicide of a 
woman who bore the marks of modernity appeared to shatter the image, call- 
ing into question the social project of the creation of modern citizens. As 
Zheng Zhengqiu, the promoter of new drama and pioneer Chinese filmmaker, 
described the case: 


It was rare that the Shanghao was willing to take this step and employ a woman, 
and it was rare that Miss Xi was willing to take this step. Who would think that 
the result would be such a tragedy? The future of woman's vocations has been 
struck a great blow. Doesn't this give the conservatives a good excuse to oppose 
liberation? Won’t most women now see vocations as dangerous?™ 


Some feminists used the fact of Xi’s suicide to question her ren’ge, suggest- 
ing that she had failed to “cast off her traditional woman’s mindset.”** “If one 
rushes to suicide when one encounters a problem, what kind of independence 
is this?”** Some tried to contain the damage by pointing to individual defects, 
suggesting that Xi would have been likely to commit suicide at home even if 
she hadn’t worked;** nonetheless, her suicide was not generally understood in 
individual terms. Rather, her shortcomings were emblematic of a broader 
problem. Conservatives immediately attacked women’s vocations, suggesting 
that feminists “imagined they could draw a tiger but achieved only the likeness 
of a dog.” Women’s vocations were socially irresponsible: 


|Xi Shangzhen] was intoxicated with employment. ... If Miss Xi had not worked 
at the newspaper office, she wouldn’t have lost her money and her life wouldn't 
have been sacrificed. .. . She could have achieved happiness within women’s 
quarters and today’s tragedy would not have occurred.” 


More than female vocations was at stake. Also at issue were the reputations 
of the men who publicly advocated female vocations as part of their project of 
social transformation: 


That [Miss Xi] would commit suicide will influence women’s vocations. Many 
women .. . will see this and experience doubts. But in addition, the average 
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stubborn person who opposes modern thinking will use her suicide to attack 
new thought and people who advocate the women’s movement. While Xi’s sui- 
cide, in terms of her own body, is a small thing, the influence on society . . . is 
very great.? 


The promotion and maintenance of modern women were marks of the 
modern man. The obsessive public concern and, indeed, self-examination in 
the Shanghai press that accompanied the suicide of a vocational woman sug- 
gest that Tang’s associates in the densely interconnected world of Shanghai 
journalism felt their own reputations were at stake. The outpouring of print 
by primarily male feminists may be interpreted as a mechanism of defense 
and a means of displaying male modernity. 


Exotic and Erotic: Gender Boundaries and Modern Social Intercourse 


Although the call for women’s vocations was ubiquitous in the May Fourth 
press, the vocational woman was a rare figure, sufficiently invisible that Lu 
Xun’s exaggerated comment in 1923—that a woman in Chinese society had 
only two choices—dependence on a husband or prostitution, could still have 
rhetorical force.*? 

In the male sojourner city, women were a minority of the population, and 
few women appeared in public. The new woman eroticized the public sphere 
with her presence and ignited male fantasy. The exoticism of women in gen- 
eral for a large, male, literate Shanghai audience is evident in the copious pub- 
lication of voyeuristic literature in the city.“° One popular four-volume com- 
pendium entitled One Hundred Views of Women is striking for descriptive 
sections on eighteen parts of women’s bodies (hair, eyes, mouths, tongues, 
ears, necks, bones, skin, eyebrows, noses, teeth, etc.) as well as mundane as- 
pects of women’s daily lives.*! 

Professional women were sufficiently exotic in 1927, when this guide was 
published, that it included a section on women who earned their own living. 
After outlining women’s traditional dependence on men, the author described 
feminism in Europe and the United States and the appearance of a small num- 
ber of Chinese women who supported themselves. Anticipating readers’ dis- 
belief, he wrote, “If you don’t believe {that professional women exist, | have] 
provided examples.” The account details women’s emergence into vocations, 
as teachers, doctors, shopkeepers, and actresses.‘* Another section describes 
the clothing styles, colors, and shoes worn by female students, female teach- 
ers, and other women, as if they were exotic birds that a careful observer of 
Shanghai streets would want to recognize. 
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It is not surprising that the novelty of a female secretary's office suicide 
called forth images of a sexualized workplace. Newspaper commentary in- 
volved voyeuristic sensationalism as well as more serious debate over the de- 
sirability and morality of having women enter the professional world. 

The emergence of young educated women into the male workplace was 
provocative. Details of the Xi case were titillating. After working for less than 
a year, Xi entrusted five thousand yuan of family money to Tang to invest in 
the booming new Shanghai stock market. After the market collapsed and her 
money was lost, Xi began to attempt suicide. Her first two attempts (by sleep- 
ing medicine) were foiled by her married employer, who was either present or 
in a position to discover her. Her final and successful effort (by hanging) took 
place in the late afternoon of September 8, 1922, in the office she shared with 
Tang. At the inquest that followed Xi’s death, family members testified that Xi 
and Tang had argued. Quoting a conversation at which she was not present, 
Xi’s sister-in-law testified that Tang had insulted Xi by crudely suggesting she 
become his concubine, wounding the educated Xi’s sense of virtue. The vul- 
garity of his desires so exacerbated her anxiety over her financial losses that 
she took her life." 

Fantasies associated with career women and the Xi case’s pairing of the im- 
ages of secretary and concubine—the independent, professional, and for- 
ward-looking secretary and the sexualized, dependent, and backward-looking 
concubine—express the contradiction of employment opportunities for 
women in male-dominated offices. Secretarial employment offered a means of 
economic independence but exposed women to their employers’ sexual de- 
signs.” In this respect, the newly valued secretary was more vulnerable to sex- 
ual exploitation than the “backward” concubine, who despite inferior status 
nonetheless enjoyed a socially recognized position and a degree of legal pro- 
tection.® The allure and vulnerability of the new work environment are 
evoked in a tabloid ditty, “Female Secretary,” published a few days after Xi’s 
death: “The female secretary. How stylish! Holding her pencil and pad she en- 
ters. She is nicely made up and looks modern and attractive. As soon as he sees 
her, her employer falls in love. He orders her into his office.’ 

Feminist responses to the Xi case similarly highlight the sexual volatility 
and purity at risk popularly associated with the May Fourth ideal of public so- 
cial intercourse for women (shejiao gongkai).”” As if visualizing the screenplay 
for one of his films, Zheng Zhengqiu decried the vulnerability of women in 
the workplace, where the “lascivious thoughts [of their employers] would be 
realized in lascivious actions, seducing the pure white female." 

With its suggestions of sexual tension between an employer and his female 
secretary who committed suicide, the Xi case helped sell newspapers. Love 
tragedies that intertwined old and new in overwrought female bodies were a 
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trope of contemporary literature, both in “butterfly” writing and new-style 
fiction, in stories serialized by the same newspapers that reported on the 
case.” The Xin Shenbao and the Shishi xinbao, published special editions de- 
voted to the suicide. As one observer commented, the case was an “injection 
of morphine” for newspapers and Shanghai readership. 

Such sensationalism was also an issue for intellectuals, who decried the evil 
Chinese habit of gossip that accompanied the tradition of separation between 
the sexes, making modern social contact difficult for working women: 


When we see a female working among many men, it is seen as strange and as- 
sumes a special character. If we don’t say that the woman is shameless, then we 
say that she has loose morals, If a man who works with her talks informally, it is 
suspected that they have relations. People smile and gossip. .. . This is an obsta- 
cle to women’s vocations.>! 


Contaminated by Money 


Working women were tainted both by the erotic effect of their appearance 
in public and the stain of their desire for money. In this regard, the case 
touched on the frequently linked, morally destructive desires of lascivious- 
ness and greed (se and cai) and the deep social ambivalence their modern in- 
carnations generated in Shanghai, a city characterized by the impurities of 
moneymaking. 

A two-line “elegy for Xi Shangzhen,” published after her death in Crystal, 
blamed the evil workings of the stock market for Xi’s death: “It wasn’t just five 
thousand yuan: she was a victim of the stock market. She was just twenty-four 
sui, Whoever is a female secretary should beware.”>? Several months after Xi's 
death, Crystal serialized a novella, Admonition to New Women, which melo- 
dramatically reprised the theme of new women’s susceptibility to the mar- 
ket.>> The story featured a female secretary who lived with her mother. Rather 
than marry a student from a propertied family, she chose a new-style man 
who worked in a stock market. He persuaded her that he would become rich. 
She reasoned that this was better than marrying a student whose father con- 
trolled his purse strings. Unsurprisingly, her choice led to her downfall. Her 
new-style boyfriend took a sum of money intended for medical research from 
her office, using her key. Despite his promise to return the “borrowed” money, 
it was lost on the market. As a consequence of the female secretary’s willful 
acts, her mother dicd of grief. She herself was sent to languish in jail. 

Just as women, to be virtuous, had to resist sexual desire, to which they were 
vulnerable, it was incumbent on them to resist monetary desires, to which 
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they were also prone. Xi’s virtue was imperfect: “Her only flaw was to want to 
invest.” Her decline could be traced to the moment she entered into eco- 
nomic relations with Tang: “She mistakenly wanted to be wealthy.”>> This is a 
prominent theme in published elegies for Xi written by newspaper readers: 
“How could she stake everything on a bad venture? He cheated her because of 
her wish to be in a gold chamber.’** Or again, “How worthless that she ruined 
her life through money/being unwise she herself is to blame.”5” 

Some blamed the quality of female education, arguing that education had 
not prevented Xi from acting foolishly: 


Women’s education must... reduce materialistic desires and promote a serious 
worldview. Of course this should be required for both men and women, but 
women are in particular need because they are more susceptible to such desires. 
If we speak of the case of Miss Xi, both sides testify that she herself wanted to 
purchase stock. This tragedy was caused by her mistaken thinking.** 


In the extreme, the impurity of Xi’s desire for money opened her to miso- 
gynist characterization. Though the predominant rhetorical treatment of Xi 
was paternalistic, casting her in a passive role, Tang’s defenders were not above 
describing her suicide as a venomous ploy to mask reality and camouflage her 
own investment follies: 


[Purchasing stock] is a matter of commercial behavior. There will always be suc- 
cess or failure. She took advantage of being a woman to force her loss on others. 
[In this manner], she receives the benefits and the damage is passed on to oth- 
ers, [This] is a venomous person who must fulfill her desires. Her behavior pro- 
duces unimaginable results. 


The public discussion consistently problematized connections between 
women and moneymaking. Xi’s experience was generalized to all working 
women and their relations with moncy. Quoting again from newspaper read- 
ers’ elegies: “Money is the cause of her misfortune/A hard lesson women’s cir- 
cles will take from your experience.” And again, “Making a living damages 
your life. Money brings a thousand evils.” 

The exhibition of an educated woman’s desire for money made the case 
particularly shocking: “If Xi Shangzhen were male, her death would not have 
occasioned a similar social uproar. It is because Xi Shangzhen is a woman and 
moreover a female secretary within a newspaper office that people take such 
unusual notice. ... The heat of her desire to become wealthy was not easy to re- 
press.”6! 

Xi’s defenders, sensitive to the shadows on her virtue cast by work with men 
and the corruptions of money, loudly protested her chastity: “The jade tablet 
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won't be stained by a trifle of profit/The wonderful secretary Shangzhen will be 
long remembered/After three years her chaste ghost shall become ennobled/ 
She died young in Shanghai, and her tomb is fragrant.”® Such statements sug- 
gest that for women there was considerable conflation of modern ren’ge with 
older concepts of female virtue.” 


Conclusion: Persistent Boundaries and the 
Ambivalent Morality of the Modern 


Just as public discussion of the Xi case reveals a slippage between older and 
newer notions of female virtue, commentators expressed a persistent faith 
in the cleansing attributes of female self-destruction.“ Feminist journalists 
and newspaper readers determinedly proclaimed Miss Xi a martyr for their 
cause—however unlikely feminism was as a motivation for her suicide—as a 
means of redeeming her ren’ge. The writer Jiang Hongjiao, for example, hailed 
the inspirational character of Xi’s life and death: “Those who oppose women’s 
liberation will use Xi’s suicide as an example [of women’s impropriety in the 
workplace]. I dare to say that Xi Shangzhen’s suicide in fact embodies today’s 
[modern] teachings about women. Those with modern social consciousness 
[will hasten] women’s glorious future and eliminate obstacles to women’s 
progress.” 

Reader poetry published by the Shibao after Xi’s death echoed this wishful 
identification of Xi with heroic martyrdom. Repeatedly, within this amateur 
verse, Xi sacrifices herself “for her ren’ge.’ She is compared to a host of female 
heroines, Western and Chinese, ancient and modern made familiar in late 
Qing reformist textbooks or in Qiu Jin’s list of models for emulation, includ- 
ing Madame Roland, Cai Wenji, and, especially, the modern martyr Qiu Jin.® 
The collapse of time evident in these associations of Xi with a variety of 
women, past and present, suggests the way in which different models of gen- 
der coexisted in people’s minds, blurring “traditional” and “modern” into a 
more generalized notion of the exemplary woman. 

Through the drama of her suicide and the literary efforts of newspaper 
readers, the actual, struggling, compromised Xi Shangzhen, embarrassing in 
her real-life concerns for money, not to mention her likely intimacy with her 
employer,®’ could be effaced, and a heroine with rer’ge constructed. The ex- 
ample of the new vocational woman suggests the manner in which defining 
modern virtues like ren’ge were bonded onto older ones. The new woman was 
inevitably linked to notions of female purity, to insistently present older fig- 
ures of exemplary women, and to fascination with female suicide as indicative 
of moral truths. 
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How did the progressive urban public of Shanghai, intellectuals, journalists, 
and educated readers, absorb the new vision of modernity—specifically the 
vocational woman—into their daily life? We are presented with contradictory 
images. Recent feminist scholarship insists upon the emergence of real “new 
women” in the May Fourth era, excavating a history of particularly deter- 
mined and accomplished women whose lives in the Republican era have been 
erased or passed over, but whose stories document the existence of successful 
female lawyers, educators, physicians, writers, and political figures in the 
1920s and 1930s. 

Public discussion of female personhood and the issue of female vocations in- 
deed included the voices of such new women as well as their public associa- 
tions. In the debate elicited by Xi Shangzhen’s suicide, women’s associations 
that published statements included the Women’s Vocational Cultivation Society 
(Niizi zhiye lianxiu she), the Association for the Advancement of Women’s Suf- 
frage, a “company” established to advance women’s rights (Néizi zhiquan gongsi), 
and several women’s schools. Such vocality prompted commentators to note the 
emergence of “women’s circles,” even as the images of the suicide reinforced 
public notions of female impotence, inarticulateness, and vulnerability. 

Precisely because of the public presence of a growing, if small, number of 
new women, it is difficult not to be struck by the disconnect between the ex- 
istence of such women and the tone of public discussion of the issues of fe- 
male vocations and personhood. In this regard, it is tempting to note the de- 
terminedly pessimistic feminist fiction of the May Fourth era. Although May 
Fourth writers provided a powerful critique of traditional family relations, 
they portrayed an array of disturbing (and disturbed) bourgeois heroines— 
tubercular, suicidal, interior, or, if publicly successful, then necessarily 
chaste.” Such heroines were frequently educated but rarely able to transform 
their intellectual attainments into financial independence, happy marriage, or 
meaningful public lives. Female authors evoked the troubled psychology of 
new women. The new women in male authors’ stories are often schematic and 
unpersuasive, or pitiable figures sketched more to reflect the morality of male 
characters than to be worthy of study in their own right.”! The media story of 
Xi Shangzhen fits in well among the anguished heroines of both May Fourth 
and butterfly literature. 

Feminist May Fourth era journalism, ranging from the socialist Funtii 
pinglun to the more liberal Funii zazhi, contains few portraits of successful 
new Chinese women, despite volumes of prose dedicated to their creation. 
Descriptions of the new woman tend to be abstract and formulaic. While dy- 
namic female figures from Japan, the United States, and Europe are periodi- 
cally introduced, descriptions of living, pioneering Chinese women are more 
minimal. A persisting ideological disturbance created by the transgression of 
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gender boundaries and the equation of these boundaries with virtue made 
modern personhood difficult for Chinese women to embody. Advocates of 
women’s vocations noted that even women’s vocational schools rarely went so 
far as to envision women as actors in society. Most such schools, one author 
stated, promoted home economics rather than independent employment in 
society.” Other articles broadly evoked female employment in society, but fo- 
cused on women’s “special endowments,” which made particular forms of 
employment—such as teaching and nursing, which need not require mixing 
with men—particularly appropriate.” 

In the special issue of Funii zazhi dedicated to women’s vacations only one 
author provided an example of an actual, that is, named, contemporary Chi- 
nese vocational woman. This one example suggests that the imaginative merg- 
ing of the exemplary modern woman and the female suicide was not aberrant, 
but rather characteristic, of feminist discourse at the time. The article 
“Women and Social Work” concludes with an awestruck description of a Chi- 
nese vocational woman worthy of emulation. The wealthy Yuan Minfang of 
Hangzhou founded a private institute to teach poor girls handicrafts and lit- 
eracy. When her family funds could no longer maintain the school, she ap- 
pealed for help but was unsuccessful in attracting investors. Yuan swallowed 
gold and died. Her act inspired Hangzhou local gentry to support the school. 
The author ended his article with an appeal to readers: “If only our country’s 
women could immediately take action to rival Madame Yuan’s claim to fame, 
that is my greatest hope!” The author’s choice of example and language is too 
striking to go unnoticed. In presenting a model of a socially engaged woman, 
the author is drawn to the figure of a woman who committed suicide, and 
moreover one who reputedly swallowed gold (a suicide mechanism of uncer- 
tain utility, but familiar to Chinese readers from popular fiction and biogra- 
phies of chaste widows). Despite the article’s evocation of modernity and 
ren’ge, suicide creeps into the portrait, as if the tale of an accomplished woman 
needed to be balanced by the pathos of her inspiring self-destruction. 

The preoccupation of Funii pinglun with elite female suicide is even more 
striking, because of the socialist cast of this literary supplement whose writers 
rebuked bourgeois women for their elitism and selfish desire to achieve equal- 
ity simply for themselves, rather than support structural economic reform 
and working-class women. Although Funii pinglun reported on the striking 
female silk workers in August, Xi’s death in September occasioned extended 
commentary.” Subsequent issues featured other poignant sacrifices, illnesses, 
and suicide attempts of new-style, educated women, whose dramatic deaths 
embodied ren'’ge.”* 

My point here is not to focus on the limitations of Chinese feminism or 
modernity. Instead, | would suggest that the contradictions of May Fourth 
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feminism be understood through twin processes of cultural mapping, both 
distinctively gendered: The first involves the way in which new cultural pro- 
grams derived from Western models of modernity were mapped onto deeply 
resonant notions of gender and virtue. The second has to do with the ways 
that women, always signifiers of broader social virtue or its absence, were 
repositories for both the aspirations of modernity and also cultural ambiva- 
lence over the social side effects of modernity. For these reasons, women’s 
emergence through vocations into modern economic relations was especially 
disturbing. By committing suicide for her own reasons, Xi Shangzhen became 
for the Chinese public a mark of the ambivalent morality of the modern. The 
modern virtue of ren’ge for women was not just more fraught with occupa- 
tional qualifiers and other explicit limits, dangers, and complexities than for 
men but in practice less accessible than recognition for chastity in the Late Im- 
perial era.” For ren’ge, the new woman had to venture across an imaginative 
boundary so imbued with virtue that it was difficult to overcome the stains of 
the passage. Marked by her association with men as well as by her desire for 
money, the new woman was troubling. As one reader expressed the problem 
of women’s ambitions, which conflicted with women’s virtue: “When shall we 
sweep away such empty aspirations/and forever make women trouble-free?””’ 

One might reflect that the most inspiring and trouble-free new women in 
the early Republican era were those who swept away their ambivalent associ- 
ations and desires by crossing another boundary, moving from the petty im- 
purities of life to the purity and pathos of martyrdom. The contradictions of 
this passage, which marked both the virtues and failures of the new morality 
and the temptations and dangers of modern society, gave Xi a kind of doubled 
allure for the early Republican public. Nonetheless, as the debates about per- 
sonhood and the vocational woman that enveloped Xi’s suicide suggest, even 
in death Xi remained troublesome, haunting feminists’ dreams with the un- 
likelihood of their realization. 
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Women’s Work and Boundary 
Transgression in Wang 
Dulu’s Popular Novels 


Tze-lan Deborah Sang 


Fe FIFTY YEARS, WANG DuLU (1909-1977) was forgotten by readers in main- 
land China and was barely known in Hong Kong and Taiwan. His martial 
arts and social romantic novels, written in northern China in the 1930s and 
1940s, would likely have remained obscure to today’s readers had Ang Lee not 
recently adapted Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (Wo hu cang long, 1941), the 
fourth volume of a five-part martial arts series by Wang, into film. Yu Jiaolong 
(Jen in the English subtitles), a morally ambiguous and itinerant female 
fighter, occupies the center of Lee’s film. While one might be tempted to ex- 
plain the appearance of such a character in terms of Lee’s interest in late twen- 
tieth-century global feminism, one must also note that, in the original novel, 
Jiaolong is every bit as willful, elusive, and vicious as her cinematic incarna- 
tion. She is dissatisfied with the gendered nature of work and mobility. She 
loathes squandering her life away in the idle activity in which upper-class 
women typically engage—calligraphy, embroidery, reading The Four Books for 
Women (Nii sishu) and The Biographies of Women (Lienii zhuan), and playing 
with pets. She yearns to venture out into the wide, wide world and prove her- 
self an invincible fighter.' Interestingly, the author never condemns her as an 
evil figure for transgressing female virtue. 

What became of Wang Dulu’s vision? Since the May Fourth era 
(1915-1927), China's left-wing critics indiscriminately condemned early 
twentieth-century writers of serialized commercial fiction as “backward,” 
“feudalistic,” and “conservative.” Their attack on martial arts fiction and film 
was especially vehement, criticizing them not only as superstitious but also as 
a misguided attempt to achieve “national form” in art. 
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Like many other martial arts writers slightly before him and contemporary 
with him, Wang’s work was contemptuously ignored by literary critics of his 
time and later even suffered the fate of being eradicated after communists 
took power, especially during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). However, 
this chapter contends that, although Wang wrote entertainment fiction for a 
living, he was in fact an aspiring cosmopolitan who was sensitive to the reso- 
nance between the so-called progressive new ideas and certain existing ele- 
ments of China’s composite, heterogeneous tradition. Rather than resist the 
drastic social change and shifting values that occurred in his time, he cre- 
atively revised the narrative conventions about chivalrous women in China’s 
long-standing tradition of fantasy literature, thus making tradition relevant 
for the times, on the one hand, and rendering Western-imported ideas about 
female independence, profession, and mobility familiar and palatable to ordi- 
nary urban readers, on the other. His work instantiates the synthesis of a quin- 
tessential national art form—the martial arts fantasy—and transnational 
ideas of women’s liberation. 

Specifically, far from producing escapist literature that turned a blind eye to 
reality, Wang transported the issue of some elite women’s iconoclastic search 
for professional careers and the freedom of love from a contemporary setting 
(i-e., between the May Fourth era and 1941, the year Wang created the novel) 
into the premodern, historical setting characteristic of the martial arts genre. 
The result of this transposition—Crouching Tiger—yields a simultaneously 
romanticized and radicalized portrait of the unorthodox elite woman fighting 
to emancipate herself from the restrictive roles of the naive, cloistered daugh- 
ter and the housewife. This imaginary portrait is a romanticized image larger 
than life because the novel grants its heroine undefeatable swordsmanship 
when faced with adversaries—that is, a kind of indomitable ability and re- 
silience in the face of impediments, to which no real woman, no matter how 
courageous or ambitious, may lay claim. The portrait is also a radicalized 
image because, by choosing the eighteenth century over contemporary times 
as the novelistic setting, Wang gained license to represent the Confucian or- 
thodoxy as largely intact and its disciplinary power as entrenched—more en- 
trenched than it might have been in the semicolonial, half-Westernized Chi- 
nese cities of his day. The temporal shift from the present (i.e., the early 
twentieth century) to a somewhat archaic setting thus renders the conflict be- 
tween a free-spirited woman and the Confucian gender doctrine all the more 
acute and, in the eyes of the reader, all the more extraordinary, dramatic, and 
enthralling. 

It can be observed, moreover, that while the focus of Crouching Tiger is os- 
tensibly the boundary transgression and moral quandaries of an elite woman 
during the high Qing era and, more implicitly, the self-liberation of the May 
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Fourth intellectual woman of a privileged socioeconomic background, Wang 
is keenly aware of class difference among women, especially the extent to 
which disparate economic standings vary the proper spatial boundaries for 
women and the kind of mobility that they desire. Gender, in other words, in- 
tersects with class in shaping the prescribed fates of women and the particu- 
lar aspirations they might have to momentarily steer away from, permanently 
abandon, or even make defunct for those normative paths of life. Such sensi- 
tivity to the privileges as well as injustices of class might be only delicately 
suggested in Crouching Tiger, but it forms the moral and dramatic core of the 
social romantic novels that Wang wrote concurrently with his martial arts fan- 
tasies. This particular sensibility, rooted in a profound knowledge of the tacit 
segregations in his beloved native city, Beijing, renders his work exemplary of 
“proletarian literature” although they were never admitted by left-wing critics 
into official literary histories as such.’ 


Crouching Tiger. Hybridization of 
National Form and Transnational Feminism 


Crouching Tiger was serialized in Japanese-occupied Qingdao in 1941, when 
overtly nationalistic literature was discouraged while other issues—such as 
gender and sexuality—may have paradoxically been encouraged as material 
for representation.’ Partly due to the milieu of the time and partly due to the 
fact that it was written as an entertainment novel for ordinary readers, there 
is little trace of an obsession with the crisis of China’s survival, which is typ- 
ical of May Fourth literature. The novel is nevertheless an ideologically 
loaded work, especially in terms of its depiction of gender norms and their 
subversion. Wang consciously dramatizes Jiaolong’s transgression of female 
space, work, and virtue as the impetus that launches the narrative into mo- 
tion. In doing so, furthermore, he radically revises certain common devices 
in Qing chivalric novels about unconventional heroines, which invariably re- 
cuperate valiant women with martial abilities into the discourses of loyalty to 
a wronged emperor (zhong) or filial piety for one’s wronged parents (espe- 
cially father) (xiao).* Jiaolong defies father, mother, teacher, brother, and hus- 
band to search for personal freedom and to test her own prowess. Not even 
her illicit male lover, Luo Xiaohu, can subdue her and make her surrender to 
domesticity. After a one-night reunion, Jiaolong leaves Xiaohu. She becomes 
a single parent who owns a vast ranch in Xinjiang in the sequel to Crouching 
Tiger—Iron Steed, Silver Vase (Tie ji yin ping), also written by Wang Dulu in 
the 1940s.> For about nineteen years, Jiaolong’s main career—if we may de- 
scribe it as such—consists of eliminating bandits in the southern part of the 
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Xinjiang, Shaanxi, and Gansu region to ensure the safety of travelers and 
merchants. Her deeds won her the reputation of being prideful and merciless 
(jiaoao henla); she is both revered and feared. Till her untimely end, Jiaolong 
remains a sympathetic, if tragic, figure; she is never openly condemned as a 
tainted woman or one whose honor is irrecoverably lost. 

This uncommon characterization of Jiaolong, the beautiful dragon, is sig- 
nificant, for it signals that the moral vision that Wang Dulu constructs 
through this martial arts series is not the usual kind that upsets an existing 
Confucian social order only to restore it to perfection. As has been noted by 
many critics already, the co-optation of roving knights by the political estab- 
lishment is a common occurrence in Qing chivalric fiction. Especially in the 
hybrid genre, chivalric-tales-cum-detective-stories (xiayi gongan xiaoshuo), 
fearless heroes cooperate with an upright official to eliminate criminals and 
uphold the status quo, instead of defying imperial rule.® Similar co-opting 
mechanisms govern the action of masculine females: in several Qing novels 
where the main protagonists are women with superior martial skills, the hero- 
ines either serve the emperor or ultimately become domesticated. For in- 
stance, in Lii Xiong’s The Unofficial History of Female Immortals (Niixian 
waishi), the female rebel Tang Saier goes to battle not out of her own ambi- 
tion but rather to reinstate the Jianwen emperor, whose throne was usurped 
by his uncle.’ A Tale of Lovers and Heroes (Ernii yingxiong zhuan) by Wen Kang 
is an even more striking example, where the chivalrous woman Thirteenth 
Sister (Shisan mei) is expeditiously tamed into a paragon of wifely virtue once 
her father’s death has been avenged.® The didacticism embedded in A Tale of 
Lovers and Heroes and the deep ambivalence about female power in Flowers in 
a Mirror (Jinghua yuan) have prompted Maram Epstein to argue that these 
novels create masterful female characters with masculine abilities (intellectual 
or physical) in order to inject beauty, sentiment, and authenticity into certain 
Confucian ideals and institutions that have become corrupted by men.’ The 
“feminization” of traditionally male spheres in these narratives, in other 
words, does not so much empower actual women and girls as revitalize and 
support the moral doctrines of the male authors.'® 

It seems probable that by creating Yu Jiaolong, Wang Dulu is similarly pret- 
tifying an ideal, couching it in the terms of the symbolic feminine, thereby 
making it more compelling. What, however, is this ideal? It obviously is not 
Confucian orthodoxy, for Jiaolong is neither an obedient daughter, a meek 
wife, nor a virtuous mother. After Jiaolong successfully delivers a boy in a tav- 
ern, she falls asleep in exhaustion, and another woman who has just given 
birth to a girl swaps the two babies. After pursuing the thief in vain and fail- 
ing to recover her child, Jiaolong adopts the abandoned baby girl and raises 
her as her own. Nineteen years later, when she meets her son and discovers his 
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identity by accident, she dares not unveil the truth to him, for she would have 
to tell him that he is her bastard (sisheng haizi). Afraid of being rejected, Jiao- 
long chooses to be an elderly friend (pengyou), rather than a mother, to him. 
Jiaolong feels ashamed about her illicit love affair (siqing) in the past because, 
after all, she was educated to value chastity. Ironically, her reluctance to restore 
the mother-son relationship inadvertently disrupts the proper hierarchy of 
human relationships so fundamental to Confucianism. 

Still, the ideal that Jiaolong embodies, if not entirely in agreement with 
Confucian familialism and propriety, is perhaps not completely in contradic- 
tion with it, either. The ideal is plainly announced by her tutor Gao Langqiu 
(who later becomes the nominal husband of Biyan Huli, the Green-Eyed Fox). 
He addresses Jiaolong, then a seven-year-old child: 


Jiaolong, you are very intelligent, and you have a lively spirit and natural love for 
the martial arts. Although you are a girl, if you can be well-versed in the classics 
and histories, acquire expertise in calligraphy and painting, and, in addition, 
master the art of war, boxing and swordplay, you can, as much as boys, honor 
your family and bequeath a miracle to this world (wei renjian lin yi qiji). Since 
antiquity, Ban Zhao is revered as the representative of talented women, and Qin 
Liangyu is the most renowned female general. A female knight-errant (nfixia), 
however, has never existed. Hongxian and Nie Yinniang are absurd imagined 
characters in fiction, But if we reason it carefully: A girl does have the chance to 
become a female knight-errant if she is willing to study sword fighting and box- 
ing diligently under the tutelage of a competent teacher. Now, | would like to 
spend ten years teaching you reading and writing, the art of war, and swordplay. 
I want the capabilities of Ban Zhao, Qin Liangyu, and Hongxian to converge in 
you. You will be an extraordinary woman (qi nfizi) that has never before existed, 
is rare in the present world, and will hardly ever appear again in the future. Are 
you willing? (1:210) 


Such, we might say, is the ambition of Wang Dulu—to be the creator of a mar- 
velous female prodigy, whose accomplishments will one day rival those of Ban 
Zhao, Qin Liangyu, and Hongxian all combined.'! 

Jiaolong is the brainchild of Wang Dulu, who heralds the amalgamation of 
multiple legacies in the Chinese tradition as the new ideal in human develop- 
ment. Not surprisingly, she is dazzlingly beautiful. Early in the novel, her ap- 
pearance is introduced through the surreptitious look of Liu Taibao, a clown- 
ish character: 


She was about sixteen. Tall and slender. Covered in a snow blue cape made of some 
unknown radiant silk lined with silver mink, she wore a red embroidered Manchu 
robe underneath. Her feet were natural (tianzu). She wore thick-soled shoes, the 
kind that Manchu girls wore, which were made of golden cloth embroidered in 
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colorful threads and decorated with tiny glass mirrors. Her hair was combed into 
a braid. The braid, of course, was hidden by the cape, and only her shiny black 
clouds besides her ears were shown. A red-velvet phoenix was pinned to her hair 
and hovered above her ear. A string of dainty lustrous pearls hung from the 
phoenix’s beak. Her facé was even more beautiful than her clothes and jewelry: a 
face shaped like the melon seed, a high nose, big eyes, and handsome eyebrows. If 
one were to compare her noble and magnificent beauty to flowers, only the peony 
was comparable, but the peony was not as exquisite as she. (1:5) 


Appealing is this personification of versatility, a symbol of composite tradi- 
tion. By conceiving such a character—who can write as eloquently as Ban 
Zhao, lead an army as gallantly as Qin Liangyu, and, moreover, perform enig- 
matic feats like Hongxian, as well as enchant like the most splendid of all 
flowers—the “old school” novelist Wang Dulu is showing his readers that tra- 
dition can be attractive and appropriate for the times. Like a modern girl stu- 
dent, Jiaolong is well educated in all manner of subjects, including physical 
education and military training.'? She is, of course, fashionably dressed, but 
her natural beauty outshines all embellishments. Moreover, her feet have 
never been bound. Tradition itself is heterogeneous, and if elements are care- 
fully selected, it is not difficult for Wang to find a combination that suits 
changing “new” sensibilities. 

One of the categories of difference that the novel foregrounds is ethnic dif- 
ference within China. In Jiaolong’s adventures, she often dresses as a man, in 
tight-fitting black tops and pants. However, she has a relatively small frame 
and a high-pitched voice. Therefore, in her random encounters with other 
fighters, they are often baffled by her outer appearance and extremely con- 
fused about her gender identity. She is repeatedly cursed by her opponents for 
being “neither female nor male” (bu ni bu nan). In their confusion, her op- 
ponents always look toward her feet as if the feet are a sure marker of her real 
gender identity. Time and again, because her feet are of natural size (yishuang 
dajiao), they immediately draw the conclusion that she must in fact be a male. 
In these situations her opponents’ insensitivity or blindness to ethnic diversity 
within China leads them to make reductive and, therefore, mistaken assump- 
tions about the gender system in China. The novel suggests that a proper 
awareness of the ethnic and cultural diversity of old China is indispensable to 
a complex and well-rounded understanding of gender practices in China. 
Wang’s sensitivity to the issue of Chinese heterogeneity is arguably attributa- 
ble to his own Manchu identity and is very different from the nationalist dis- 
course about a homogeneous China that we see in many May Fourth elite 
writings denouncing tradition.'"? Even more provocative, in the sequel to 
Crouching Tiger, Jiaolong’s desirable capabilities are fully transmitted to her 
adopted daughter, whose biological origin is Han yet who is raised by Jiaolong 
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in Xinjiang. In other words, while an alternative female ideal—an androgy- 
nous or transgendered one, if you will—is epitomized by Jiaolong the 
Manchu woman fighter, it is not an identity that can be mastered only by girls 
of Manchu blood. It is, rather, implied to be something that can potentially 
empower even Han girls and women. 

More broadly, the ability of writers of urban entertainment fiction to 
sinicize—or localize—Western ideas may have been, precisely, the key to their 
popularity. Their dexterity in utilizing, refashioning, and reinventing tradition 
radically distinguished them from the “new school” iconoclasts-cum-writers 
of the May Fourth generation, who generally succumbed to what Theodore 
Huters calls “the hard imperatives of imported theory” and sought to model 
their fictional writing closely after European genres.'4 Mao Dun, observing 
the petty urbanites’ (xiaoshimin) fanatic love of martial arts novels and 
movies (wuxiakuang) in the early 1930s, bemoaned it as a sign of the remain- 
ing hold of “feudalistic thinking” on China’s petty bourgeoisie."*> Mao Dun 
readily blamed popular writers for stealing readers away from new literature, 
without ever reflecting on the alienating effects that his own Europeanized 
diction and syntax and stiff, programmatic “realism” and “naturalism” had on 
the common reader. 

Throughout the 1930s, despite left-wing writers’ profuse debate on how to 
create “proletarian literature and art” (pultio wenyi) and “mass literature and 
art” (dazhong wenyi), few were actually able to reach the majority of China’s 
readers. Hence Chen Dieyi, in defense of urban popular fiction, pointedly 
criticized in 1942 that “writers of new literature” (xitnwenyi gongzuozhe) since 
May Fourth made the terrible mistake of refusing to use traditional forms and 
thus failed to make the populace accept their works. Chen argued, moreover, 
that the dichotomy between old and new camps of literature set up by the 
writers of new literature was false: “The division should be knocked down so 
that new ideas and correct concepts can be introduced to the common reader 
through popular literature.”'® 

It can be argued that Wang Dulu, in practice, was precisely one of the writ- 
ers who introduced new sensibilities and ideas into entertainment fiction, al- 
though communist critics never admitted him into literary histories as such. 
Not much is known about Wang's life. According to a recent biographical ac- 
count by Xu Sinian, he was born into a poor Manchu family in Beijing in 
1909, lost his father when he was seven, and was self-educated. Wang’s home 
was in the vicinity of Beijing University, so he often audited classes there. This 
gave him access to May Fourth “new culture” in his youth.'” More evidence of 
Wang's interest in modern Western ideas has to be sought in his actual works. 
Crouching Tiger, I contend, not only puts an attractive face on tradition 
through the wonder girl Yu Jiaolong but is fundamentally revisionist of the 
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chivalric tradition and deeply interested in the changing roles of educated 
women in early twentieth-century China. 

In the story set in the high Qing era, the imperative of domestic confine- 
ment and lack of employment primarily applies to upper-class women. By 
contrast, the “women of River and Lake” (jianghu niizi) of the commoner class 
can and must work as professional armed escorts, street performers, detec- 
tives, and so on.’ Jiaolong, being born a mingmen de xiaojie, or the young lady 
of a renowned household, does not have to, and she is not permitted to either 
venture out into society at large or hold a profession. Yet her competitive, ad- 
venturous, and imaginative nature does not permit her to be at peace with a 
quiet languid life at home. The story consists in essence of her gradual meta- 
morphosis into a woman of the River and Lake. Meanwhile, it also tells the tri- 
als and costs that Jiaolong must endure. 

Perry Link once maintained that Republican urban popular writers show 
the “absence of disquieting” (a phrase borrowed from Q. D. Leavis) —that is, 
“a general failure to probe moral questions in any depth.” He observes, fur- 
ther, that “China’s ‘new school’ fiction artists of the May Fourth tradition can 
also be found wanting by such standards, but they did, after all, include a Lu 
Hsun, and also authors like Shen Ts’ung-wen, Lao She, Yii Ta-fu, and Wu 
Tsu-hsiang, whose moral insights could be profound.”'? Link calls popular 
fiction the “fiction for comfort” and avers that popular writers often tried out 
new ideas in their stories but ultimately confirmed the superiority of tradi- 
tional values. 

However, since no one has yet examined all of the several thousand 
traditional-style novels of the Republican era, whether the observations men- 
tioned here pertain to all popular writers, especially those writing after May 
Fourth, is obviously an open question. I argue that in the case of Crouching 
Tiger, there is not an absence, but rather a surplus, of moral disquiet: Jiaolong 
is confronted with the fact that her own reckless ambition, rebelliousness, and 
longing for freedom in love cause her parents grief, worry, shame, and illness. 
Nevertheless, she cannot suppress her own character, and there is no way for 
her to wholly return to her former existence once she has embarked on the 
road to the expansive and treacherous world at large. 

In the story, after her first chivalric adventure outside the capital, Jiaolong 
makes a visit home as soon as she learns that her mother has fallen ill of 
grief. Moreover, not wanting to hurt her father’s and brothers’ careers in of- 
ficialdom, she acquiesces to living in her nominal husband’s residence. Jiao- 
long visits her mother daily and tries to console her, but her mother soon 
dies. Meanwhile, rumors doubting Jiaolong’s respectability continue to 
spread like wildfire in the capital. Consequently, her father also collapses 
into illness, and it is then that Jiaolong makes the vow that she will make a 
pilgrimage to the top of the sacred Miaofeng mountain (Miaofeng shan) 
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west of Beijing and jump off the cliff to repay the Goddess with gratitude if 
her father’s illness is cured.” 

These filial and pious sentiments may have endeared Jiaolong to the com- 
mon Chinese reader of the 1940s, but they certainly would have made anti- 
traditionalists frown. It is fascinating, then, that the pious girl eventually 
jumps off the golden summit (jinding) not exactly to sacrifice herself in obli- 
gation to the merciful Bixia Yuanjun Goddess but to leave her family without 
causing them shame and harm. It is the fantastic nature of martial arts that 
saves Jiaolong from her moral quandaries: unconstrained by gravity, she lands 
at the foot of the mountains unharmed. She subsequently finds her lover Xi- 
aohu and reunites with him, which naturally overjoys him. But the lovers’ 
sweet dreams are fleeting; Xiaohu wakes up the next morning to find that 
Jiaolong has disappeared without any explanation. The narrator intrudes at 
this point and informs the reader, by way of conclusion, that Jiaolong, in order 
to keep her promise to her mother on her death bed that she will never marry 
a bandit, has no choice but to leave (743-63). 

Instead of being decidedly conservative or unambiguously iconoclastic, 
Crouching Tiger presents a moral tug-of-war. The moral dilemma of the 
woman on the run that it depicts is no less thought provoking and compelling 
than the May Fourth elite’s anti-Confucian slogans and loud cheers for Ibsen’s 
Nora. For most New Women of the intellectual class throughout the Republi- 
can period, the emotional and psychological cost of breaking with traditional 
values and cutting off ties with family was probably high, and quite likely it 
was difficult for them not to feel guilty for bringing their parents sorrow be- 
cause of their unconventional behavior.’ Wang’s characterization of his hero- 
ine is also refreshing for the fact that, unlike the Chinese Noras in many May 
Fourth stories, Jiaolong’s choice to leave the comforts of home does not hinge 
on her relationship with a male lover. With or without Xiaohu, she has to leave 
home, for she can no longer be contented with her prior existence in the cage- 
like female quarters, nor can she live with a husband whom she does not love. 
This detail alone of female independence from romantic love amply suggests 
the ideological complexity and ambiguity of Wang Dulu as a writer.”? In sum, 
working with a highly fantastic genre, Wang manages to create a compelling 
symbolic/allegorical figure to comment on the moral dilemmas confronted by 
the New Woman of his day, all the while resisting some of the hackneyed agen- 
das circulated by the May Fourth intelligentsia.?> 


Fragrant Buds on a Splendid Market. A Parable of Women’s Work 


Wang’s interest in women’s changing place in modernizing China is even more 
apparent in his novels set in contemporary society. He explores, if not the 


296 Tze-lan Deborah Sang 


dissolution of gendered spaces, then women’s violation of gender boundaries 
through spatial movement, and he engages in such an exploration not only in 
martial arts fantasy but also in what was known as social sentimental fiction 
(shehui yanging xiaoshuo).™ In each narrative genre, he presents a somewhat 
different kind of spatial transgression, however. Whereas his martial arts nov- 
els depict women's transgressive movement primarily as a matter of athletic 
ability, training, and prowess, which disturbs familial hierarchy and matrimo- 
nial harmony, his social novels portray female spatial transgression predomi- 
nantly as enacted in the context of modern urbanism and as intrinsically pro- 
gressive: women trespass spatial boundaries as they strive for access to new 
civic, public space and well-paying professions, during which process they as- 
pire to achieve not only financial security but also an independent character. 
Whereas in Crouching Tiger, Wang’s most enduring martial arts work, we see 
an upper-class woman struggle to set herself free from the restrictive inner 
chambers, gradually take on a degree of resemblance to working-class women, 
and also suffer particular kinds of humiliation and ostracism because of her 
fall from her high social station, in his social novels, the mobility-seeking hero- 
ine is typically a lower-class girl attempting to enter a new professional sphere 
dominated by the well-educated bourgeoisie. In Wang's martial arts novels, 
women’s vocations are a by-product of abstract yearnings for personal freedom 
in some instances and a matter of family tradition in others. By contrast, in his 
social novels, employment is a foremost concern, a question of survival, that 
preoccupies his poverty-stricken heroines. Part of the contrast between the two 
kinds of female spatial movement (i.e., moving from the inner to the outer 
sphere versus moving from the lower to the middle class) is undoubtedly 
geared toward an examination of class difference. Here, Wang may have im- 
plicitly identified with his lower-class heroines, for anxieties about unemploy- 
ment plagued numerous men of humble origins like himself as well as lower- 
class women in economically depressed Beijing of the late 1920s and 1930s. Yet 
there seems to be also something else at work—a genuine interest in the ex- 
panding socioeconomic space for women during the Republican period. And 
it is in his novels set in contemporary society rather than his martial arts fan- 
tasy that Wang could carefully explore the implications of such an expansion. 
His social sentimental novels, which stylistically feature an admixture of 
naturalistic and melodramatic modes of representation, might be understood 
as a genre in which everyday social problems are exaggerated or dramatized 
according to a bipolar moral scheme, hence inciting extreme affect and per- 
haps also a cathartic feeling in readers. In these novels, the issue of women’s 
vocations receives historically grounded consideration as one of the defining 
problems of modern urban life in Beijing. This modern urban life promised 
new liberties and also posed hidden hardships for women. On the one hand, 
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ideas for women’s liberation and participation in public life were promoted 
and carried out to some extent. For instance, hundreds, even thousands, of 
women of elite family backgrounds were admitted to all-women’s and coed 
colleges, and many of these women participated in public agitation for China’s 
political reform and cultural rejuvenation. Women’s pursuit of professional 
careers was widely debated by intellectuals and was encouraged at least in the- 
ory. Also, free association and love between men and women became en- 
shrined by youths as civilized norms. 

On the other hand, society proved to be a place full of hidden snares for 
women. The majority of women who entered the workforce (i.e., seeking 
work beyond performing domestic chores in their homes) were of low so- 
cioeconomic status and were confronted with hard, dehumanizing work.” 
Worse still, they might be doomed to unemployment. The lack of proper em- 
ployment as a women’s problem (in the sense that it touched many women’s 
lives) was particularly pronounced in early Republican Beijing. Throughout 
the early part of the twentieth century, the grand, majestic ancient capital 
never developed an industrial manufacture sector on the same scale as those 
in treaty ports such as Tianjin and Shanghai. After the collapse of the Qing 
dynasty, early Republican Beijing owed its continued prosperity primarily to 
the presence of the northern warlord government in the city and to the cul- 
ture and service industries. In this economy, when lower-class women sought 
work beyond domestic labor, the kinds of work available to them were ex- 
tremely limited, consisting mainly of handiwork in cottage industries and 
work in the culture and service industries.” A serious blow struck the city 
and aggravated the situation when the warlord regime was vanquished by 
Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist army in 1928 and when Nanjing was opted 
over Beijing as the seat of the central government of a newly unified China. 
Beijing lost its prominence as a political center, and the disappearance of a 
central government as a major employer and the exodus of rich bureaucrats 
from the city caused a deep economic depression felt through many levels of 
society. Numerous women from low levels of society as well as men—such as 
former government employees, new university graduates, owners of small 
businesses, laborers—lived under constant anxieties about the lack of the 
means of livelihood. 

The pressure of livelihood was undoubtedly felt most keenly by the urban 
poor, and a considerable number of women belonging to this social stratum 
entered prostitution, by choice or by coercion, in order to find subsistence for 
themselves and their families. Women of the middle class—save for those who 
had large inheritances or married wealthy men—also needed employment, as 
teacher, secretary, nurse, clerk, and so forth.?” The pressing question for many 
women, then, was not whether they could gain the freedom to work outside 
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the home but what professions were open to them and what kinds of struc- 
tures of reward determined the value of their work. 

These issues received extensive treatment in Wang’s social novels set in pre- 
war Beiping (Beijing), the majority of which were serialized in Qingdao news- 
papers between the late 1930s and early 1940s and issued in book form in 
Shanghai in 1948.28 Wang’s most incisive, and perhaps also most bitter, analy- 
sis of women’s vocations appears in a novel in two volumes entitled Fragrant 
Buds on a Splendid Market (Qi shi fang pa; 1948) and Cold Waves Threaten Jade- 
like Flowers (Han bo yu rui; 1948).? The plot revolves around an impoverished 
girl’s search for employment in prewar Beiping. Initially, the seventeen-year- 
old heroine Tian Eryu has to contend with the objection of her conservative fa- 
ther in order to work long hours selling flowers by herself while he is ill. In 
other words, residual notions about the proper place for women being in the 
home threaten to obstruct Eryu’s work, which she undertakes to earn a paltry 
sum of money for the subsistence needs of herself and her father. 

As the story progresses, an ironic reversal occurs. When Eryu is recruited by 
a wealthy man, Wu Huiyi, to become a salesclerk in his Oceania Women’s De- 
partment Store (Dayangzhou niizi baihuodian), Eryu’s father, hearing of the 
(relatively) high pay that Wu promises Eryu, pressures her to accept the job. 
On the face of it, it seems as if Eryu has overcome traditional prejudices and 
attained the right to employment, one of the defining prerogatives of a mod- 
ern woman. However, it is gradually revealed that Wu has opened the women’s 
department store not to promote women’s vocations but to devise a compli- 
cated scheme to compete with a wealthy male rival and to win back his former 
lover Lisa, a woman of ultramodern appearance and diabolical manipulative 
skills. Wu has recruited Eryu not to give her a decent job but to use her as a 
tool—she is richly adorned to be the quintessential Oriental beauty, whose 
purpose is to divert the attention of Wu's male rival away from the Western- 
ized, ultramodern Lisa. Indignant at being thus used, Eryu agrees to Lisa’s at- 
tempt to spoil her traditional look, allowing her old-fashioned long braid to 
be cut and also getting a perm. A modern-looking Eryu, now sporting a perm 
and a fashionable silk cheongsam dress, then discusses the prospect of a poor 
but honest and happy life with her love interest, Wu Wengi (the cousin of Wu 
Huiyi). However, her hopes for a love union and a life of moral integrity are 
quickly dashed, as Wu Huiyi, furious at Eryu’s defiance (which has caused his 
scheme to regain Lisa to fail), fires a bullet into her, causing her death a few 
days later. 

In this excessively melodramatic novel, just as Eryu thinks that she has ex- 
tricated herself from the grip of old patriarchal prejudices against women’s 
work and succeeded in finding modern employment outside the home, she 
falls into yet another male trap, which reduces her to an exotic/erotic object 
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and a piece on a chessboard. Wu Huiyi embodies a sinister male skepticism 
about women’s ability to be full-fledged individuals and self-motivated work- 
ers. His denial of the meaning of work for women renders Eryu’s pursuit of fi- 
nancial security and independent personhood through work futile. When his 
violence culminates in the act of shooting and fatally wounding Eryu, he 
physically obliterates the modern woman that she wishes to become and has 
become. The melodramatic story thus functions as a parable about the de- 
ceptiveness of modern employment for women—its reputed modernity is 
constantly belied by men’s attempts to strip women of their control over their 
own bodies. Eryu’s physical beauty is the only prized commodity that she has 
to offer in the eyes of men. Her physical allure constantly eclipses the other 
kinds of value (dignity, independence, security) that she wishes to create 
through her labor. 

This novel, while full of surprising twists and turns in the plot, nonetheless 
contains moments of naturalism in that details of everyday life are dexterously 
interwoven to give a vivid sense of Beijing as a place. The details construct Bei- 
jing’s urban form asa particularly heterogeneous space, that is, an especially in- 
tense mosaic of contiguous but separate worlds, which appears to nurture spa- 
tial crossings and social mobility, but ultimately defeats such crossings and any 
naive illusions of class mobility. A logic of segregation belies the heterogeneity 
on the surface and constantly reinforces class boundaries with tenacity. 

Wang is especially masterful at embedding the issue of women’s vocations 
in descriptions of a transforming urban space. For instance, early in the novel 
Eryu comes to terms with her latent wish to seek modern employment while 
taking a walk in the Beihai park: 


As she promenaded among the crowd, she did not feel alone this time because, 
unlike the last time she came to the park, there were many other girls who wore 
their hair in a single long braid as she did. Then another thought crept into her 
mind: at that moment, as she tried to decide whether to take the job at the 
women’s department store, she had come to a crossroads—that between squalor 
and wealth, and between the old and the new. She had been born into an old- 
fashioned family; her father constantly spoke of “the days when the emperor still 
existed.” ... What obstinacy! To this day he would not allow her to cut her hair. 
It upset her. In a few years, she would become just another married woman who 
wore her hair in a traditional bun. What interesting things could she expect from 
life then? However, if she were to take the job? Her life would gradually become 
“new.” Even though she did not envy fashionable ladies or want to become like 
them, she did want a future, and the job promised that.” 


For Eryu, working at a women’s department store promises not only the op- 
portunity to extricate herself from poverty but also the chance to surmount a 
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predictable fate and to enter the sphere of the modern. Here, the amelioration 
of one’s economic standing is imagined in exactly spatial terms: economic 
mobility impinges on a nimble change in direction—turning away from the 
road of traditionalism onto a path leading toward modernity. 

That desirable forms of employment are associated with novel urban space 
is further suggested by the location where Eryu’s rumination occurs: the Bei- 
hai park. This family garden of the Manchu imperial house had, since the 
1920s, been appropriated as public grounds, its formerly exclusive, private 
space remapped as a modern civil institution.>' [t became open to all in the- 
ory but, since an entrance fee was charged, was frequented by only the bour- 
geoisie in reality. Eryu herself, being a poverty-stricken vendor of flowers, can 
hardly afford the admittance and has visited the park only a few times previ- 
ously. Nevertheless, it being the fifteenth day of the seventh month on the 
lunar calendar—the Ghost Day (guijie or zhongyuan)—a charity organization 
is hosting folk ritual in the park and has waived the entrance ticket for all. 
Thus comes Eryu, as do many other old-fashioned young girls and old women 
who rarely visit the park. And it is in this modern space enjoyed by the leisure 
class, where Eryu normally would find herself out of place, that she becomes 
acutely aware of her own desire to fit in the modern world and to eke out a 
living in it. 

That an impoverished girl like Eryu is anxious to find a way to survive in 
the transforming economy of the city comes as no surprise. However, it is in- 
deed striking how intensely she fears rejection by the new economic/spatial 
order, considering the fact that she is a native of the city. The space of the city 
appears to be in flux and divided, and a good part of it appears intimidating 
and downright alienating to her. She readily classifies places, professions, and 
people as either new- or old-fashioned. On a previous visit to Beihai, she has 
been embarrassed by her own appearance, which is defined by a long braid 
marking her status as an unmarried virgin, a traditional practice/style that has 
been abandoned by modern girls and women who sport short bobs and fluffy, 
wavy perms. Sensing the incongruity between her Chinese short jacket and 
pants and the Westernized suits and high heels of the wealthy middle class, she 
perceives her visit to the park as a transgression of spatial boundaries. Ironi- 
cally, one spatial transgression prefigures another. Not long after her first visit 
she soon makes another to the park. Moreover, soon after her visits to the 
park, Eryu will actively seek admission to the women’s department store, a 
Western-inspired enterprise that symbolizes capitalist production and con- 
sumption, to become a salesclerk. 

Eryu’s longing for journeying to a world of plenitude is underscored by an 
overwhelming feeling of alienation. She is haunted by a sense of segregation 
despite the fact that her home in a little alleyway in the shadow of the Drum 
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‘Tower is only a short distance (i.e., within one to two miles) from Beihai, from 
the women’s department store in Xidan, from her employer’s mansion north 
of the Forbidden City, and from the university where her lover is a student. 
The physical proximity among these worlds may allow the different classes to 
have chance encounters with one another, yet their borders are not easily 
crossed by those who have neither material resources nor symbolic capital. As 
Eryu sees it, mobility and cosmopolitanism are functions of wealth. Robert 
Park, in theorizing the urban environment, has argued that the city is a “mo- 
saic of little worlds which touch but not interpenetrate,” which makes “it pos- 
sible for individuals to pass quickly and easily from one moral milieu to an- 
other, and encourages the fascinating but dangerous experiment of living at 
the same time in several different contiguous, but otherwise widely separated 
worlds.” In constructing the tragic story of a lower-class heroine who tries to 
pass into the bourgeois world but ultimately is sacrificed, Wang Dulu seems to 
argue that the contiguity of the morally separate worlds of Beijing is beguil- 
ing and especially dangerous for those who are the least privileged. 

Fragrant Buds on a Splendid Market examines the meaning of new forms of 
employment in new urban space. It argues that new forms of work necessar- 
ily transform the cityscape, creating not only new work space in a narrow 
sense but also new spaces for the leisure needs of a rising bourgeoisie. Its de- 
scription of the overlapping spatial and social dimensions of Beijing’s urban 
form provides a compelling illustration for the French Marxist Henri Lefeb- 
vre’s claim: 


Social relations, which are concrete abstractions, have no real existence save in 
and through space. Their underpinning is spatial. In each particular case, the con- 
nection between this underpinning and the relations it supports calls for analysis. 
Such an analysis must imply and explain a genesis and constitute a critique of 
those institutions, substitutions, transpositions, metaphorizations, anaphoriza- 
tions, and so forth, that have transformed the space under consideration.’ 


By zooming in on Eryu’s feelings of alienation while taking a stroll in the Bei- 
hai park, Wang has precisely critiqued the unjust transformation of a public, 
civic space into an exclusive playground for the bourgeoisie by capitalist 
work relations. The novel also reveals that access to modern work and its cor- 
relative space is not granted to all; rather, many must overcome existing class 
attitudes and differences to obtain it. There are, moreover, gender-specific 
obstacles, as remnants of the traditional ideology of male/female separate 
spheres, and appropriate gender behavior also play a part. Of the questions 
about gender and work that Wang Dulu poses, the most pressing one seems 
to be “How should a girl from a poor family make a living in society?” His 
novel reveals that girls from low levels of society do not have the luxury to be 
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idle and are usually compelled to work outside as well as inside their homes 
to help support their families. Yet, lacking formal education and high social 
connections, they are subjected to jobs that are either low-paying or morally 
corrupting, or both. Such girls’ professional options are restricted by their 
kin and neighborhood networks even when the economy to which they con- 
tribute is, in theory, moving away from a household-centered model to one 
built on the interplay between capital and wage labor. Their work outside the 
home does not necessarily give them economic autonomy or other forms of 
independence from the family. On the contrary, many remain prisoners of 
their family backgrounds and obligations. Written more than two decades 
after the May Fourth radicals’ idealization of women’s vocations outside do- 
mestic confines as a sign of their liberation and self-reliance, Wang’s social 
novels present a much darker picture of reality, one that exposes the under- 
pinning forces of tradition even as it accords women’s vocations the cachet of 
the modern. 


Conclusion 


Wang’s works—both realistic social dramas as well as his fantastical martial 
arts stories—reflect the real social tensions that populated the lives of his read- 
ers. In localizing transnational ideas about women’s emancipation, he dis- 
played a cosmopolitan perspective not normally attributed to popular writers 
and never lost sight of the pains and problems of modernization. As literally 
thousands of volumes of popular fiction were written and avidly consumed 
during the Republican era, one wonders whether Wang’s couching of serious 
issues as entertainment made him a rara avis or is simply the tip of an iceberg. 

Paradoxically, Crouching Tiger, for all its subversion of the political conser- 
vatism and Confucian filiality characteristic of Late Imperial martial arts lit- 
erature and despite its resonance with May Fourth radicalism, neither paints 
the world lying beyond the feminine domestic realm in a rosy hue nor unre- 
servedly praises the audacity of the female transgressor. On the contrary, a sig- 
nificant part of Wang’s narrative is given over to the fact that life outside the 
upper-class woman’s cloistered boudoir is full of challenges and hardships and 
to Jiaolong’s moral quandaries about her own transgressions. These descrip- 
tions of personal pains attendant on transgression distinguish Wang's view of 
the relationship between women and dominant social values from the decid- 
edly antitraditional stance represented by left-wing intellectuals. 

Wang's decision to cast dark shadows over Jiaolong’s struggle should not be 
hastily attributed to a certain moral conservatism reputedly shared by popu- 
lar writers. Rather, his ironic treatment of female mobility and transgression 
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may have been the result of a lower-class standpoint, which was overdeter- 
mined by his own experience with poverty and unemployment and, more- 
over, by his intimate knowledge of the economic predicaments commonly 
faced by women belonging to the same lower social strata as he. He perceives 
serenity in the upper-class boudoir and danger in the open world. The per- 
ception is intimated subtly in Crouching Tiger but is transparent in the dozen 
social novels that Wang wrote concurrently with his serialization of martial 
arts novels. In these social novels with modern settings, Wang repeatedly an- 
alyzes the lives of poor young urban women, whom he shows to be compelled 
to seek work outside the home but have very few employment options. Some 
look for manual jobs that pay a meager wage; others study Beijing opera hop- 
ing to become instantly rich and famous upon establishing intimate relations 
with powerful male patrons. Still others—who are far from a minority— 
simply enter prostitution. Most tragic of all, those who aspire to transcending 
their class through the novel forms of work in a nascent capitalist economy— 
such as Eryu in Fragrant Buds—are sorely disappointed or even destroyed. 
The work environment for lower-class women, Wang thus indicates, is either 
harsh or morally corrupting. It therefore comes as no surprise that in Crouch- 
ing Tiger, the world of occupations (represented by the River and Lake popu- 
lated by martial artists) appears infested with strife and danger and that Jiao- 
long’s venture outside the home is portrayed, at least in part, as the loss of 
privilege, leisure, and protection. 

Although a careful reader may not be able to go so far as to assert that 
Crouching Tiger tells the rousing tale of the protected aristocratic woman’s 
exhilarating release from social/physical constraints only to show her to be 
overburdened with the guilt of having violated the ideal of female virtue 
proper to women of her class, he or she cannot help but note that the captive 
chains of patriarchy—here, materializing as Confucian morality—do not 
cease shackling Jiaolong’s body and afflicting it with the shame of the loss of 
innocence even though that body has been hypermasculinized through mar- 
tial arts training. Wang’s choice to make Jiaolong unable to completely break 
free of Confucian values is consistent with his pessimistic view—articulated 
most clearly in his social novels—of the continuing hold of patriarchy over 
lower-class women in the transforming urban economies of Republican 
China. He identifies the tenacious and adaptive control of patriarchy not 
only over the female paupers struggling to survive in transforming Chinese 
cities but potentially even over women of good breeding, superior financial 
resources, an education like men’s, and seemingly superhuman abilities. 
Through a combination of allegorical, naturalistic, and melodramatic narra- 
tive devices, he suggests that, despite the numerous Westernizing changes oc- 
curring in the economy and moral milieu of the city, women born into the 
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privileged classes remain somewhat vulnerable to traditional notions of fe- 
male propriety, whereas women belonging to the lower social strata are help- 
less prey to the ever self-adjusting modalities of male domination and ex- 
ploitation. 
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Virtue at Work 
Rural Shaanxi Women Remember the 1950s 


Gail Hershatter 


I 1996, WORKING WITH CHINESE RESEARCHER GAO XIAOXIAN,! [ set out to ex- 
plore a curious historical wasteland—the first decade of rural socialist con- 
struction in the 1950s. Whether one looks at gender or at a host of other is- 
sues, China scholars have a radically impoverished notion of that era. In our 
teaching, we usually reduce the 1950s to a series of campaigns and their after- 
math. Yet we know virtually nothing about the 1950s outside the center of po- 
litical power, much less history at the margins. Material for a cultural or so- 
cial history, even of the political campaigns about which we know so much, is 
fragmented, scattered, or nonexistent.’ We can say little about the relationship 
between state pronouncements and what people inside and outside state or- 
ganizations understood to be happening then, or what they remember now, 
when they recall the early years of socialism almost half a century later. And 
one of the main sources with the potential to complicate, contradict, embel- 
lish, or contextualize state documents—the individual and collective memo- 
ries of China’s farmers—is growing less accessible every year, as people age 
and die. 

Among these rapidly disappearing rural memories, those of women have 
concerned us most. If farmers were about 80 percent of the total Chinese pop- 
ulation in the 1950s, then women farmers were probably close to 40 percent. 
In spite of their numerical significance, they were doubly marginalized, by 
virtue of both location and gender. Marginalized does not mean neglected, 
however: the 1950s state intervened actively in agriculture (collectivization) 
and gender relations (the Marriage Law). Yet the responses of these women to 
state initiatives, the degree to which their daily lives were affected by 1950s 
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policies, the levels—economic, social, psychological—at which change oc- 
curred are not represented with any depth in the written records of that time. 
A focus on rural women requires that we move beyond policy pronounce- 
ments to ask how official actions and local practices were mutually implicated 
in changing the social landscape. What happens to our sinological truisms 
about turning points in twentieth-century Chinese social and economic life 
when gender is placed at the center? As Joan Kelly might have said if she had 
been writing about China instead of Europe, did women have a Chinese rev- 
olution? And if so, when? 

Exploring these questions, Gao Xiaoxian and I have interviewed mainly in 
four research sites in central and south Shaanxi province (Guanzhong and 
Shaannan), with a scattering of supplementary interviews elsewhere.° We have 
collected life histories of approximately seventy women over the age of sixty 
and interviewed a smaller number of men who held local leadership positions 
during the collective period. 

Asking how the collective period is remembered and understood by rural 
women can enable us to assess its multiple legacies and to view “gender in mo- 
tion” over the latter half of the twentieth century. These legacies include rapid 
fundamental rearrangements in work life, slower but significant shifts in the 
organization of families, and the subtle reworking of notions of female virtue. 
Reworking, not rupture, for in their accounts of a remembered self, these 
women draw on conceptions of the virtuous woman from a variety of pre- 
revolutionary as well as revolutionary genres. 

In this essay, |_first assess the limitations of the dominant revolutionary _. 

gents in which rural women have been heard, speaking bitterness stories” 
then comment briefly on questions of method and memory when collecting 
oral narratives at a significant remove from the events of the 1950s. The re- 
mainder of the essay is devoted to three self-characterizations that appeared 
repeatedly in our interviews with rural women: pitiful, capable, and harmo- 
nious. Although the specific content of these terms has shifted over time, each_ 
heaval of many sorts. Each has allowed them to devise a remembered self that 


stakes important claims to female virtue. 


Speaking Bitterness and Its Discontents 


Although the scarcity of written sources by rural women can reduce a histo- 
rian to despair, we do have a small but significant set of first-person accounts 
for the period of initial regime change and land reform: speaking bitterness 
stories. These were most often elicited from poor peasants and women in a 
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public forum to break the power of local elites. Speaking bitterness, as a pub- 
lic practice, was intended to mobilize the listeners and alter their sense of what 
was permissible and possible.® It was meant at the same time to transform the 
speaker, through the act of narrating, from one who accepted a bitter fate to 
one who moved beyond it into a happier future. All speak bitterness narra- 
tives, by definition, were denunciatory—of particular oppressors and more 
generally of “the old society,” the socius inhabited and controlled by those op- 
pressors,” 

Speaking bitterness in public meetings organized by party/state cadres was 
a novel practice in the early years of Chinese Communist Party (CCP)-led so- 
cial transformation. [t has been revived periodically since then, and its narra- 
tive conventions have not disappeared from Chinese social life; they continue 
to exert a pull on the memories and self-conceptions of those who once spoke 
bitterness or heard it spoken. Yet attention to speaking bitterness as the model 
of revolutionary self-narration has diverted our attention from a host of im- 
portant questions about how the revolutionary process was understood at its 
inception and how it has been remembered and reworked over the past half 
century. 

Women certainly told us stories of profound transformation in many as- 
pects of village life. Encouraged by the Marriage Law campaigns of the early 
1950s, some of them broke off parentally arranged engagements or ended 
marriages; others asserted their own preferences in choosing a husband. Many 
learned to read in winter literacy classes, were trained as new-style midwives, 
or took on responsibility as women’s cadres. All of them participated in the 
process of collectivization, the enthusiasms and hardships of the Great Leap 
Forward, and years of field labor with other women, in some cases becoming 
labor models. Their lives as young adults, in short, were marked in measurable 
daily ways by party/state initiatives. They felt themselves to be different from 
and more fortunate than their mothers, and many of them contrasted their 
ability to move through public space in the 1950s with childhoods that were 
more spatially and materially constrained.* 

Nevertheless, the dramatic rupture at the heart of speak bitterness stories is 
absent from the accounts of these women. Instead, they spoke in perduring 
self-characterizations, statements of stable identity that spanned the 1949 di- 
vide and the recent reform era as well: I was never feudal; I was always capable; 
I worked for family harmony; I was a person of principles; | have always been 
kindhearted. Or, in a less optimistic register: My life was bitter and pitiful in the 
collective period and the present as well as the pre-Liberation past. These are 
each declarations by an individual, yet they are also statements about subjec- 
tivity in the sense that Alessandro Portelli describes it, “the cultural forms and 
processes by which individuals express their sense of themselves in history.’ 
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Express themselves, but not exactly as they please. The recurring themes in 
these stories draw on prerevolutionary notions of female virtue, reworked and 
intertwined with more recent categories of self provided by the revolution. Their 
accounts of their own virtue are not centered on chastity (though they some- 
times mention it). In this they depart from accounts of virtuous chaste women 
in the Late Imperial and Republican periods, ubiquitous in local gazetteers and 
biographies. But several of the qualities the women emphasize—industriousness, 
competence, the ability to manage human relationships deftly—draw on cultur- 
ally durable notions of the “good woman,” even though the physical and social 
locations of these virtues are no longer confined to the household and may in- 
deed be performed in the service of the collective. The quality of being “pitiful,” 
while not virtuous in itself, is a recognized characteristic of the oppressed classes, 
and thus it can be said to ally one with revolutionary virtue. In these women’s 
stories, however, being pitiful indicates something else as well—an oblique criti- 
cism of both the party/state and the family for the ways in which both have failed 
to recognize the virtuous sacrifices of the storytellers. 

The women we interviewed must assimilate a complex political history. The 
Nationalist regime under which they spent their childhood has been thor- 
oughly repudiated in the People’s Republic of China (PRC). The PRC regime, 
however, has not been repudiated, even as its promises of development and 
equality through collectivization began to ring hollow, even as collectivization 
itself has lost popular support and been reversed in the name of “market so- 
cialism.” Furthermore, in the 1950s when many of these women rejected the 
marriage practices and gendered work arrangements of “the old society,” they 
did so not as rebels but as activists supported by the state. Although they sel- 
dom express direct dissatisfaction with state policy, women describe them- 
selves as virtuous and capable in meeting the demands of both state and fam- 
ily, while coping with lack of support and attention from both quarters. The 
construction of a remembered self in commonly understood terms of virtue— 
and the assertion that the speaker was constant in her virtue no matter what 
the circumstances—create a contrast with broader political change, which is 
variously implied to have been too quick, too thorough, not quick enough, or 
insufficiently thorough. At the same time, the virtuous remembered self indicts 
members of the younger generation for displaying insufficient virtue of their 
own and failing to recognize it in their elders. 


Methods and Memory 


Work with oral narratives raises (at least) two issues: how do we adjust for the 
circumstances under which they are collected, and how do we assess the sig- 
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nificance of memory?"® Like speak bitterness tales, these oral narratives were 
not proffered spontaneously; they were elicited through prompting by us, 
when we asked about events now more than half a century old. Under such 
circumstances, what is “the remembered self”? The self these women remem- 
ber (alone, in company with friends, in conversation with children)? The one 
we clicited through questioning? Or the one they chose to present to us? The 
answer is clearly “some combination of the above,” with the caveat that these 
are not discrete categories: women may remember a particular aspect of self 
only in the process of answering our questions or of choosing what and what 
not to say to us. They may see themselves as being in conversation not only 
with us but also simultaneously with their families and their neighbors (living 
and dead)—and may use the opportunity to exhume old grievances, rehearse 
new ones, or salve injuries past and present. What people remember is the 
product of a continual process of reworking, recitation, invention, and some- 
times carefully guarded silences that help shape what is said."' 

This essay is devoted to the things we learned without asking: the self- 
characterizations that people offered us as a by-product of describing their 
childhoods, their marriages and families, or their work in the collective. This 
is information that we wanted but did not solicit directly; women chose to 
present it to us. Statements about their own characters served as a core around 
which numerous tales were spun. These statements deserve special attention. 

Events are constantly reinterpreted, and even rearranged outright, in the 
light of subsequent events and present circumstances. This process of rework- 
ing is particularly intricate when women remember the 1950s. For the women 
we interviewed, collectivization required both dramatic efforts and demand- 
ing daily work. Now those feats are being recalled two decades after collec- 
tivization was dismantled, by women who are well aware that it never deliv- 
ered on its promise of economic abundance. They often recall those years as 
times of unremitting fieldwork, domestic work, and childbearing.'? To com- 
plicate matters further, older rural women understand themselves to have 
benefited from the subsequent economic reforms, yet simultancously to have 
been disadvantaged by them. The stories of virtue, fortitude, and suffering 
they tell provide explicit comparisons with their current circumstances. They 
lament the difficult circumstances of the collective years in contrast to the 
more abundant present. This is an ironic twist on the state description of 
speaking bitterness: “recalling the bitter [of the prerevolutionary past| while 
savoring the sweet [of the collective period].” When these women refer to “the 
old society,” they are as likely to be talking about the 1950s and 1960s as about 
the prerevolutionary past. At the same time, in telling these stories they cele- 
brate their own resourcefulness, reproaching grown sons and daughters-in- 
law (but, interestingly enough, not daughters) who know less than they do 
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about hardship and do not appear to appreciate virtue. What this material re- 
quires is attention to all its messages, all the ways in which female virtue, per- 
formed in the service of the revolution, also provides a critique of that revo- 
lution and its progeny. 

What difference does it make that the speakers are women? Is this womanly 
virtue we are hearing about, or generic virtue, or even male virtue as practiced 
by women who have been authorized by the state to transgress and reconfig- 
ure gender boundaries? Their memories are certainly gendered, centered on 
women’s collective work, the burden of domestic tasks and children, and the 
centrality of relations with a husband and his family in the context of virilo- 
cal marriage practices. But we talked to far fewer men than women. Our ini- 
tial project was primarily concerned with women and collective work, and, to 
complicate matters further, few of the men of that generation were still alive 
or cognizant in any of the villages where we interviewed. I can report that the 
men with whom we spoke hewed much more closely to official terminology 
and periodization and said very little about themselves, but I cannot say much 
about the question of virtue among men. Similarly, | cannot know whether 
interviews conducted in 1955 (or 1975 or 1930) would have turned up the 
same vocabulary of virtue among women. I cannot track what they might 
have said about themselves at other times and compare it to the vocabulary of 
newspapers or policy directives or the varying intensities of campaign lan- 
guage. Since rural women generally left no written records, and time travel is 
not in the historian’s toolbox, | know much less than I would like about the 
temporality of the vocabulary in question, across the putative boundary of 
1949 or even across the course of the People’s Republic. Whether virtue has re- 
cently made a comeback under the trying circumstances of the reforms or has 
been there all along, and, if so, with what variations of nuance, are all trou- 
bling and undecidable matters. What | can say is that pitiful, capable, and har- 
monious were ubiquitous in interviews with women in every village, showing 
up across variations in local political economy, education, current material 
comfort, and involvement with local leadership or activist roles. 


Pitiful 


The starting point of the speak bitterness narratives discussed earlier, the ini- 
tial description around which a tale of liberation cohered, was the state of 
being pitiful (kelian or, in Shaanxi parlance, xihuang). Naming the sources of 
one’s prerevolutionary suffering was a necessary prerequisite to recognizing 
oneself as oppressed and moving toward revolutionary action. In some of our 
interviews, particularly when they offered an initial recitation rather than re- 
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sponding to questions, women referred to their childhood selves or their 
mothers in this familiar chronological frame. Ke Ruiyin'? praised her wid- 
owed mother’s determination, while denouncing the demands for chastity 
that kept her family poor: 


As for my family, in the old society, it was really pitiful. My father died early. I 
was not yet a year old when my father died. Women in the old society were very 
pitiful. My mother brought up two of us, my elder brother and me. ... The fam- 
ily was very pitiful. You can’t imagine how pitiful it was. If we compare things 
now with the old society, it is really the difference between heaven and hell (tian 
rang zhi bie). ... In the old society, chastity was highly praised and could not be 
sold. It was not good to sell one’s chastity. No matter how hard life was, no mat- 
ter how pitiful, she brought us two children up. Finally it was Liberation in 1949, 
It was Liberation and she should have had a better life then. But my mother 
passed away in 1949. ... Aiya, my pitiful mother. She never enjoyed even a bit of 
good fortune. At home, we never had anything good to eat. Even at New Year's, 
she never had the happiness of eating rice or anything like that. Even a pasty 
gruel was considered quite special. Even under these circumstances, she did not 
want to marry again. Others tried to persuade her to remarry, but she refused. In 
1949, it was Liberation. But she passed away. 


For Ke, the state of being pitiful ended in 1949, when demands for widow 
chastity and the oppression of women were supposed to have disappeared.'4 
In other interviews, however, “pitiful” seeps beyond the confines of prerevo- 
lutionary time. Fang Shufeng describes the early years of collectivization in 
terms usually reserved for the dark days before 1949: 


1 always taught my two grandsons and granddaughter, “Your grandma was the 
most pitiful one.” ... At that time, ] even hated to throw away that small amount 
of leftover and burned rice. [ would soak it in hot water or boil it with some veg- 
etables and then eat them. Now you kids, even for the food left from breakfast, 
such white rice, would say, “Grandma, throw it away. | can’t eat it” If it is left over 
from last night or one day before, maybe you can’t eat it. But this is only from 
breakfast. “How can people eat this? Grandma, you will be sick after you eat this.” 
They have a point. But we people from the 1950s lived such an awful life. My 
husband always criticizes me: “You son of a turtle, you must have died from 
hunger in a former life. You hate to waste even a kernel of grain.” 


The content of “pitiful” has shifted in these accounts of the collective pe- 
riod. It no longer describes a state of reactive suffering from remote, abstract 
societal forces. Instead, women use it to accentuate statements of their own 


capacity for hard work and virtue. They are pitiful/skilled at needlework or 
<pitiful/thrifty. Or, as Deng Fangctin' commen ewhere in her narrative, 
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they are pitiful because they worked so hard i itical activi when she 
ca pwent door to door in 1957 mobilizing her neighbors for nighttime work: 
When the moon came Out; 6 pitiful that I brought my winnowing fan 
¥. x every door to ask people to winnow wheat.” 

Vv If “pitiful” is sometimes transmuted so that_it becomes an oblique state- 
ment of virtue, in other tales of the collective era_it becomes an equally 
“oblique criticism of the state, Wang Falan uses the language of bitterness and 
‘pitifulness to denounce the state's belated attention to birth control (which 
came to her village, as to much of rural China, only in 1971): 


WEL: When we were working in the collective, the state was in charge of 
everything. They took charge of telling us to grow the grain properly, harvest 
more, and eat more. But they didn’t take charge of births (zhua wa). They did 
not control childbirth. To have more children means to suffer more, to be worn 
out. | have eight children, and you might think it’s too funny, two sons and six 
daughters. I had lots of children, I starved, | endured extreme bitterness 
(zhuasile, esile, kusile). .. . After Liberation, | had so many children that I got 
angry. Why didn’t they control it and tell people not to have more children? It 
was pitiful... .. 

GXxX: You had many children at that time. Did you ever think of having fewer 
children or planning births at that time? 

WEL: What family planning? Finally when I had the tenth, family planning 
started. Who ever talked to us about family planning? 

GXX: Were there any folkways of having fewer children among the people? 

WEL: People said to take a certain kind of medicine and to go to the doctors. 
But the doctor said why did you come to me—it was immoral (sangde) and sin- 
ful (zaonie). So people were really pitiful. 


n the past twenty years of ec ie reform,-the improved supply 0° cor 
gods and generally rising incomes have obviated the need for - 
in winnowing at night. The state’s struggle to impose birth control 
in the countryside has also rendered Wang Falan’s complaint of historical in- 
terest only, although it provides an important reminder that women’s desires 
and state policies are both shifting phenomena. Yet even as rural economic life 
has once again shifted dramatically, and as the Wang Falan generation has 
moved beyond childbearing age and the years of nighttime farm tasks and 
needlework, the term pitiful has remained in circulation. Now women use it 
to describe the troubles of their old age in an environment where the rules of 
filiality have changed. 
Deng Fangcun’s contemporary le condition began when her husband 
ic corms made it possible for farmers to. 
leave their home villages, her a son, already married with two children, 
“decided to go to Xinjiang as a contract laborer-Atthougl Deng didn’t want 
_— 
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him to go, her daughter-in-law blamed her for the departure, and life at home 
became very tense. With the family’s main labor power gone, Deng found her- 
self scrambling for money to start a microbusiness, borrowing at her son’s be- 
hest from relatives in Henan. She was deeply hurt when she found that her son 
had been mailing remittances home to his wife to augment their savings, 
rather than to clear the family debt. Speaking with us in 1999, many years after 
the event, she was still in one-sided dialogue with an unfilial son: 


He told his wife to count the money and save the spare money. I heard his words. 
Listen to his words. You knew ] had no money even when you were at home. You 
asked me to go to Henan to borrow two hundred kuai. But you mailed money to 
your wife.... When [ think about that time, I say, you, my son, are blind in your 
heart. You asked me to borrow money. But you mailed money to your wife. Why 
don’t you let your mother do business? You asked me to borrow money. You 
mailed money to your wife and she couldn't spend all the money, so she saved 
the rest. 


Feeling herself in an untenable situation, Deng accepted a marriage pro- 
posal from a widower, only to find out after she moved in with him (and his 
grown children) that his sons were violently opposed to the match. 


They were not willing and so it was very awkward. At every meal he explained to 
them. It was pitiful. At every meal he explained to his children. He would talk, 
That was how we came back [to live in her new husband’s home], explaining and 
explaining. Later, my teeth ached. It was so strange. My teeth ached very badly. 
My teeth felt as though they were on fire. All night [ didn’t sleep. I couldn't sleep. 
I didn’t want to eat during the day. At some meals, | only had half a bow! of rice. 
At some meals I only had one bow! of food. Sometimes I didn’t eat at all. Thus | 
couldn't do anything. I was not in good health. 


Deng, feeling that she could not return to the home of her daughter-in-law 
(although legally it was her home) moved out to stay with a friend. But her 
new husband was unable to cope with the abuse from his own children: 


I was living here, in this house on the market street. My old man (resjia lao hanr) 
came and said, “At home there is always too much talk” (wuli zongshi zuicui lali), 
The old man was shaking when he was here. ... The old man never stopped 
shaking. He took off his shoes and lay there on the kang. The old man said the 
following, “The old ox ploughed the field and died at knifepoint” (lao niu li di 
dao jian si). ... We all said, what does this mean, and why was [he] talking this 
way....“The old ox” meant that he, the old man, brought up his children for all 
his life. Now the ox was old. So the point of the knife butchered you, because they 
no longer needed you. The old ox plowed the field and died at knifepoint. The 
bones ... the meat could be eaten. The bones could be sold for money. The beef 
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could be eaten, the beef and the bones could ail be sold for money. ... The group 
of us couldn't understand, didn’t understand what he was saying. . .. He left and 
didn’t come back. [He went to] the cooperative clinic. They had built a shack 
where sick people could come and be treated. They also cooked there. He got 
into the room and hanged himself. 

Why? It was because his sons weren’t willing. They were always quarreling and 
arguing at home. I had been sleeping over here at this house on the market street 
and I didn’t know. ... From the time | [married] there until my husband died, 
until the day he was buried, it was only one hundred days. 


Deng Fangcun eventually returned home to live with her son, who had re- 
turned from Xinjiang. She felt entitled to do so because this was her natal vil- 
lage; her first husband had been called in as a son-in-law, and she had built the 
house herself. Nevertheless, it took a court order to persuade her son and 
daughter-in-law to take her back: 


1 went to the commune first. The commune mediated and asked me to wait for 
a while and they called my son there. He saw me sitting there and he scrambled 
off and ran away. ... It’s difficult to move an inch if you are unreasonable. He 
was unreasonable, so he couldn’t move forward. He couldn’t move. Later we 
went to court and sat at the table. The judge put on his robes and put on his hat. 
He said, “Cunshan, you go and sit beside your mother.” The judge blamed him. 
He said that if Cunshan didn’t accept me, didn’t acknowledge me, didn’t ac- 
knowledge that I was his flesh and blood, he said he would punish him to set an 
example for other sons, for other young men, for not supporting the older gen- 
eration financially. The judge would punish him as an example for others to see. 
... He said, “If you take your mother back this afternoon, | will say nothing. If 
you don’t support your mother financially, you will see what happens (zai shuo).” 
Then he got up and left. That’s what the judge said. [ followed in back of him and 
came back, My daughter-in-law was secretly listening outside the door. She stood 
there with her daughter in her arms. I went back. My daughter-in-law lay in bed 
for six days. She lay there for six days. | cooked for six days. | cooked for six days. 
1 cooked but she didn’t eat. I went to the store to buy dried fruit for her to eat. 
This showed that I was not angry. From then on things got better. It blew over 
and she got better. 


Beyond the painful particulars of this case is a wider story of aging women, 
particularly in mountainous areas where reform-era prosperity has been slow 
to arrive. Deng and her neighbors have children who are themselves already at 
middle age; few have been able to head for the coast or even the inland cities 
to spend years as contract laborers. Under economic pressure, grown sons 
grow surly toward their (mostly) widowed mothers, while daughters-in-law 
try to preserve resources for their own nuclear families. Families usually sep- 
arate households when the children marry—a trend that grew increasingly 
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common during the collective period—and most of the old people in the vil- 
lage eat alone. Deng Fangcun, because the house is her natal family property, 
is unusual in her willingness to claim the right to live there. But she speaks for 
many older village women in her terse assessment of the present and future, 
in which “pitiful” is once again predominant: 


DFC: When people get old, they are pitiful. 

GXX: When people get old, they are pitiful? 

DFC: Yes. In villages when people get old, they are pitiful. You can’t make 
money. You just hang on this way. | also smoke. | have to buy cigarettes. I have 
TOs eisieve 

GXxX: This is all with money you have earned yourself? 

DFC: Yes, all with money | have earned myself. 

GXX: You are so capable. You work in the field and do the housework. 

DEC: Yes. | am capable. If I didn’t do it, what would my whole family do? 

GXX: What about when you can’t get around anymore? 

DFC: I'll be in trouble when I can’t get around anymore. 


ains a durable term with which older rural women assess 


work and effort from ‘hem, to one that has failed to provide them with a sé=~ 
cure and happy old age. Only in speaking of their pre-1949 youth do they 
(H ‘name the state and local norms for women as sources of active oppression. 
For their middle years and old age, the targets of their discontent (remem- 


‘A bered and current) are more diffuse and less explicit: state demands (for 
fieldwork), state neglect (of birth control), changing attitudes about family _ bout family _ 
and_household (again, with state-initiated change in the unstated back- 


ground). “Pitiful” is no longer an all- -consuming state af existence, nor is it 
Mie departure point i 


a claim to virtueand a declaration of resilience, danianaine eae 
from an uncaring world. 


Te, 
+7 fr 17 Capable 


Unfavorable circumstances often become the backdrop for a woman’s recita- 
tion of her virtues, notably her status as a capable farmer, needleworker, house 
manager, mother, and (sometimes but not always) local cadre. “Capable,” un- 
like “pitiful,” has traversed the collective and reform eras with its content vir- 
tually unchanged. Cao Zhuxiang, who became a regional labor model in the 
1950s, first learned to do farmwork as a young wife and widow in the 1930s 
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and 1940s. In those years, although women from poor families commonly 
worked in the fields at sowing and harvest, year-round fieldwork was not a re- 
spectable or safe occupation for a woman." Yet Cao escaped opprobrium and 
garnered praise, she remembers, because she was considered capable: “No 
matter what I was doing, I threw myself into it. My neighbors said that my 
family had never before had such a capable person. In the fields I quietly threw 
myself into the work (maitou kugan). | would work until the time was up and 
then go home. | didn’t gossip or waste time. So they had no basis for idle talk.” 

For the younger generation of women cadres who came of age during the 
1950s, proving one’s capability often meant a conscious struggle for women’s 
equality. Qi Zhufeng describes a struggle for equal work points that lasted for 
several years: 


QZF: In the fields, at that time [during the early years of the collective], men’s 
work points were somewhat higher and women’s were somewhat lower. So every 
time we had to fight on behalf of women for equality between men and women, 
equal pay for equal work. We had done the same work as you, so we should get 
the same compensation. That’s why those people called me “cockfighting old 
eight” (zheng jizi lao ba). 1 said, 1 am not fighting for myself; furthermore what I 
am fighting for is, all of our women should be like this. That’s to say | am not 
fighting for my own benefit. You see, some are doing the same job, but are com- 
pensated differently. Men get ten points, and women are given cight. This is not 
something we cannot change. At last in 1958, in the people’s commune, that was 
totally “distribution according to your labor” (antao fernpei). When we labored, 
we proposed equal pay for equal work. When transplanting seedlings, you trans- 
plant one row, [and] | transplant one row. At the end of the day, I should get paid 
as much as you do. If you get ten points, I want ten points, too. 

GXX: Did you achieve that? 

QZF: Yes. We did. 

GXxX: Did you achieve it during the LPC (lower producers’ cooperative) or 
the APC (advanced ‘producers’ cooperative)? 

QZF: APC. Equal pay for equal work. When carrying urine, you got a strip of 
paper for each trip telling how much work you had done. At the end of the day, 
your trips would be counted. For example, if one trip carrying urine was half a 
point, ten trips would be five points. Twenty trips would ten points. If a man car- 
ried it, that’s how much it was. If I, a woman, carried it, that’s also how much it 
was... . If you kept up with the number of rows when digging seedlings, at the 
end of the day, you got paid the same. 

GXX: How long did it stay like this? 

QZE: Aiya, let me see—it lasted straight through until the land was distributed 
to households in the '80s, 1982. 


-€epability, then, fit nicely with the new requirements that. women partici- 
i ive labor and provided grounds on which they could argue for ~ 
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equal pay for that labor. Its efficacy as a claim about self, however, was not 
“Contined+tothe new, state-sanctioned collective sphere. Women cited as well 
their ability to work hard and _thus support their families through difficult 
times in the collective erafSu Xiaming’s husband left the village in 1955 to 
work on the railroad in vartous provinces. For years, she heard nothing from 
him and received no remittances, while responsibility for supporting her in- 
laws and children depended on her alone: 


When Old Yi [Su’s husband] left, there were only my father-in-law, my mother- 
in-law, and my son, altogether four people. My father-in-law enjoyed eating but 
never worked. My mother-in-law was a small-foot, and therefore could only 
work at home and take care of the child. My son could not walk yet. My mother- 
in-law could be helpful. She had a nickname, “erbobo? meaning sometimes 
clever while sometimes stupid. | never requested too much. Only to take good 
care of my child and the family was enough. Then I would have no complaint no 
matter how exhausted I was from working. ... 

Well, he never sent me one cent or one letter for three years. ... Every letter he 
sent was kept by my father-in-law, and he did not mention it to me sometimes. 
I was too honest. I only cared about housework and wanted to make the family 
better... Lalso made some sideline products such as palm fiber (zong) boxes and 
palm fiber rope. One jin of palm fiber rope was worth four jiao. | usually made 
palm fiber rope at night because | had no time during the daytime. It was cold, 
so I just sat in the room and made the rope without light. | could make one jin 
of rope in about three or four nights. That was just pocket money, or in case my 
child was ill. People were all very thrifty, and four jiao at that time was worth one 
or two yuan now. Cloth was only three jiao for one chi. ... My husband never 
sent a letter or one cent to me till my eldest son was five. 


Su’s in-laws concealed remittances from her, kept all the best food for them- 
selves, and generally acted in a selfish and irresponsible manner. She describes 
her own reaction as filiality, punctuated by an occasional quarrel. Eventually 
she went to track down her husband, and after that, he sent small amounts of 
money so that she could buy grain from the collective to make up the short- 
fall in her work-point earnings. Still, life remained very difficult: 


I suffered a lot—went to search for green firewood and yellow firewood in the 
rocky valley no matter whether it was summer or winter. | went out together with 
the men before dawn. They usually carried the firewood on their shoulders. I only 
took a cold rice ball because I had no flour to make steamed bread. I did not know 
how to tie the firewood up and had to ask others for help. I just followed them 
carrying the firewood on my back. My mother-in-law wasted a lot of firewood— 
one bunch of firewood could only last two or three days. Then I had to go out 
again for firewood. I searched for the thin leaves in winter and one day cut fire- 
wood and the next day searched for grass. Then my second son was born. It was 
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only I who could earn work points in the collective (dajiti). The grain ration was 
not enough. . . .[Luckily] school fees were cheap at that time and all clothes and 
shoes were made by me. I never bought any. | worked during the daytime and 
sewed and made ropes at night. It was so hard for me to raise the children.'® 


Because she was the only responsible adult at home, Su passed up a chance 
to get a wage-paying job far from the village but near her husband: 


SXM: Just imagine, the two old ones in my family never worked—they all de- 
pended on me.... If | had left at that time, they could not survive. ... They could 
not get enough food from the team. They wrote to me saying that. That was why 
I hurried back. The collective (dajiti) controlled (ka) you in this way. .. . [After 
my father-in-law’s death], | had an old person (mother-in-law), four children, 
and me. There was nothing left of my husband’s thirty or so yuan after his eat- 
ing and drinking. He never even left me five yuan whenever he came back. There 
were three children in school. You could not see the children and the old starve 
to death. My third child once said, “Mom, the porridge we eat is so thin that we 
can see the reflection of bamboo leaves.” I was sad whenever | recalled this [she 
cries]. | would just grind a bowl of rice into paste, then add some water. The five 
of us just drank this. | cried at home and put on a smiling face when I went out 
for meetings, and then would be worried again when I came back home. It was 
in the 1970s. Life was really hard at that time. .. . All of this would make a good 
novel [laughter]. 

GXX: OK. Just say and I will write the novel for you [laughter]. 


Su’s tale contains many other subplots: her struggle to build a house, her 
determined and ultimately successful campaign to clear her husband’s name 
when he was accused of misdeeds in his factory during the Cultural Revolu- 
tion, and her reform-era career as a peddler in Baoji city, from which she had 
returned to the village shortly before we met her. ‘The intertwining of capable 

self does not dwell on 


er capable hard work, 
5 g ren and the wider commu- 
nity as well: 


GXX: Who, do you think, made the greater contribution to the fam 
Old Yi? 

SXM: My contribution was greater. My children always speak gently in my 
presence. They are always smiling. My daughters-in-law are also nice. Just like 
the old saying, if you are filial to the old, your children will be filial to you. I have 
that very experience. ... 

GXX: Why do you think you made a greater contribution to the family than 
Old Yi? 


_—, Women were Shrery and reg rived Shawn 
whet K hea rev 
ee Ther Knew THEY wee Cafe JE of an7th ing! 


SS eT 
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SXM: I just wanted to show them. Just think of the two old ones and the chil- 
dren... . 

GXX: It seems that it was mainly you who supported the family. 

SXM: Yes. If 1 had not supported the family, his family would already have col- 
lapsed long ago. People in Old Yi’s factory [where he worked after his stint on the 
railroad] all know that my prestige is high. People in Village T, in B commune, 
all trusted me. 


Su is able to look back with satisfaction from a comfortable old age (for 
which she accumulated most of the resources herself), surrounded by grown 
sons who treat her well and daughters-in-law who mostly seem to stay out of 


conflicts with her. She has not forgotten-old-injuriesbut her manner of talk- 
ing about them indicates that they, like their perpetrators, belong to the past. ~ 


When she mentions her capable performance, it does not have the force of a 
contemporary accusation. Nevertheless, she invokes a past spent in virtuous 
hard work in order to support a claim on the present, a claim for attention, 
economic support, and above all recognition. 


6d meaner Hemant 
y fr fhe fast! 
Harmonious Pe —_ 


As this last story suggests, a woman’s sense of her own capabilities could come 
not only from fieldwork or cadre responsibilities but also from skill at sup- 
porting a family. Closely linked to the virtue of being capable was the ability 
to maintain harmony, primarily in the family but also in a network of village 
relationships often riddled with tensions. Labor models, celebrated for their 
fieldwork, were also chosen based on the stability and (putative) harmony of 
their domestic lives. They then used their prestige as labor models to advocate 
family harmony in the homes of their younger neighbors. Zhang Qiule, in the 
1950s a newly married woman in the village of labor model Cao Zhuxiang, 
asserts: 


Under the leadership of Secretary Cao, women of my generation all had har- 
mony in the family. Because Secretary Cao said to us, “Although you are work- 
ing outside all day long, coming out early and going back late, when you come 
back everything has been done by the older generation (tuoren), so you have to 
repay the kindness of the older generation. The older generation raised you 
from the time you were small. Now you have gone out, and they are doing the 
work at home. You have to do everything well. When you go back home, you 
should respect the older generation. If you respect the older generation, then 
they will treasure you. You should respect your mothers-in-law and love your 
mothers.” She talked to daughters-in-law who had married here and to people 
in their families. So the families were harmonious. Daughters-in-law from other 
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places had no one to talk to at home (waitou na xifit, wuli mei ren jiang), so that 
wasn't too good. 

That is to say, young people are at a crossroads. It depends on where you lead 
them. If you lead them well, they will take the high road (tianming fu). If you 
don’t lead them well, they will go down that other road. 


For Zhang herself, putting this teaching into practice came at high personal 
cost. Her grandfather had arranged for her to marry a close cousin, in viola- 
tion of the Marriage Law. 


GXX: The Marriage Law talked about freedom of marriage. You never sought 
out a cadre to say that you wanted to make your own decision? 

ZQL: I didn’t want to do that. I didn’t dare to go, for fear that it would make 
my grandfather die of anger. As it was, my grandfather died three months after I 
got married. Why? My mother and my grandfather had a terrible quarrel. I was 
already gone, and my mother said to my grandfather, “Sending her to their kang 
is your doing” (ba ta xian kangli jiu dao ni xinshang). She made my grandfather 
so angry that he lowered his head and didn’t talk. Three months later he died. I 
have always felt that it was me and my mother who caused my grandfather to die 
of anger. 


Later Zhang considered divorcing her bad-tempered husband, but Cao the 
labor model dissuaded her, apparently deeming family harmony more impor- 
tant than the state’s message about the right to divorce. Zhang’s mother-in-law 
admonished her son to improve his behavior, “and that’s how we got to where 
we are today,” says Zhang, consigning her negative feelings about the marriage 
to the past. Moments later, she erupts into a tirade about young women in the 
1990s, staking a claim to superior virtue on her ability to maintain harmony 
in the family: 


ZQL: They can’t match me. They have not suffered bitterness. All they know 
is having money to spend, but they don’t know where the money came from. 
They throw away their clothing before it is worn out. If the food doesn’t taste 
good, they dump it. They know nothing about frugality. In a difficult struggle, 
they would be no match for me. 

GXX: What is the status of women now compared to you at that time? 

ZQL: They can’t compare with me. Younger people nowadays, most don’t have 
harmonious households. They also cannot match me in respecting the old. 


Here a question about status is converted by Zhang into one about ethics, 
allowing her to occupy the moral high ground and derive emotional satisfac- 
tion from her management of a difficult marital history. For Zhang, harmony, 
like capability, is an attribute of the virtuous. These descriptions of how vil- 
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lage women maintained family harmony function are a sideways indictment 
of those who were, or are, less virtuous than they. What is interesting here is 
the standard by which proper womanly behavior is measured. Capability and 
the state of being “advanced,” it turns out, are fully compatible with—perhaps 
even require—filiality and family harmony, and here the younger generation 
(as well as many of the elders of the speaking women) fall short. These stories 
offer a combination of past and present claims: “I hewed to virtue in a world 
where the people who espoused it failed to practice it,” and “I value virtue in 
an age in which it is no longer valued by the young.” 


Gender in Motion 


Gender, as it figures in these narratives, is not inert. These women have lived 
in times in which the work considered appropriate for women, as well as im- 
portant elements of daughterly and wifely and motherly behavior, have 
shifted not just once but continually. But if gender is in motion, what sort of 
motion is it? Linear? Cyclical? Brownian? 

Linear motion usually implies either a progressive or a devolutionary story, 
and neither is adequate here. Speaking bitterness remains a familiar mode for 
village women, and every account we heard bore some traces of it. But the 
speak bitterness trajectory from oppression to liberation does not begin to ex- 
haust the varieties of problems, or the compelling elusiveness of revolution- 
ary promises, presented in these narratives. At the same time, the devolution- 
ary story of “we practiced virtue but our successors do not,” while prominent 
in many stories, usually coexists with an assessment that women today have 
material goods and possibilities our older speakers could not have imagined 
for themselves. Even a combination of the two stories (“the world is much bet- 
ter for women, but individual women are less worthy than we were”) implies 
a kind of instability in gender arrangements that is not about linear change. 

The motion of gender in these narratives is not cyclical, either. The reform 
era, in spite of the early fears of many feminist scholars, has not brought a re- 
turn of the patriarchal household and the skilled but subservient wife. We 
cannot say that gender subordination ever disappeared or that it has returned 
in a recognizably antiquated form. As for Brownian motion, even if the or- 
derly heart of a historian could abide the thought of so much random activ- 
ity, it fails to account for the degree of artfulness and deliberation in the liv- 
ing of these lives, especially in the telling of them. 

We are left, then, with a more modest sense of gender’s motion, where the 
meanings of gender are sometimes stripped away and morc often accrete slowly. 
Many of the elements in these tales would be recognizable to the grandmothers 
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of these storytellers. Certainly the pride in one’s own industriousness, the deft 
handling of a household and a family, even the well-developed sense of griev- 
ance animating the statement “I was pitiful,” echo venerable elements of female 
virtue. But the world in which those stories are played out has added new ven- 
ues for the performance of gendered virtue, while discrediting and eliminating 
some of the practices that once formed its core. Maintaining one’s chastity is no 
longer the central feature of these stories, although loyalty to marital family still 
looms large. But the ability to perform well as a cadre, or to lead heroic efforts 
in collective labor, has been added to a repertoire of virtuous practices. These 
stories describe changes in the conditions that enable and require female virtue, 
as well as changes in the ways it can be diminished or highlighted. 

The deep generational markers in the tales of all these women, the mixed 
unease and approbation with which they regard their successors, remind us 
that gender is not the only useful category of analysis and that its intersection 
with other categories necessarily undermines it as a unifying description, It__ 

ould probably be more accurate_to_think -of multiple Sarees aieaie! 
marked deeply by age and locale, each with itsown-array of subordinations, 
Ss, a sgressions,—circulating s simultaneously in contemporary 
China, Perhaps most sobering for the historian, these g gendered accounts are 
themselves in motion, even in the contemporary moment in which they are 
uttered. When they assert the stability of their virtuous remembered selves 
across time, these women create continuity in the face of inconstant attention 
from state authorities and neglect by many of their families. They also re- 
deem the present: in crafting a remembered self, they scour the past for us- 
able stories, for meanings of gender that speak powerfully to present dilem- 
mas and injuries. 
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1. Gao Xiaoxian is the research office director of the Shaanxi Provincial Women’s 
Federation and head of the Women’s Research Association. Our research has been fully 
collaborative, and I have benefited enormously from discussions of this material with 
her, but we plan divergent writing projects for different audiences as a result of this re- 
search. Gao Xiaoxian plans to use the material from our joint research trips in prepar- 
ing two books for publication in Chinese: a collection of oral histories and a history 
of rural women’s labor in Shaanxi over the past half century. I take full responsibility 
for the ideas expressed in this essay, which is part of my ongoing project entitled The 
Gender of Memory. 

2. Portions of this paragraph also appear in Gail Hershatter, “The Gender of Mem- 
ory: Rural Chinese Women and the 1950s,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and So- 
ciety 28, no. 1 (Fall 2002): 43-70. 

3. An important recent exception is Neil J. Diamant, Revolutionizing the Family: 
Politics, Love, and Divorce in Urban and Rural China, 1949-1968 (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2000), which uses legal and other records to examine the effects of 
the Marriage Law in both urban and rural locations. 

4. Variations on the preceding four sentences also appear in Hershatter, “Gender of 
Memory.” 

5. Our research has centered on four villages in central and southern Shaanxi, far 
from the more famous north end of the province where the communists had their main 
wartime base area. Although none of these villages had a substantive communist pres- 
ence before 1949, in other respects their local histories diverge. Village B, in the cotton- 
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